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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents the first full-length study of Frederic Leighton (1830-1896) as a landscape
painter. Elected President of the Royal Academy in 1878, the artist exerted a wide-reaching
influence, and his oeuvre simultaneously reflected the latest trends in landscape art. This thesis
unveils the complexity of contexts vital to Leighton’s versatile open-air work, from his
formative years shaped by European circles and exchanges with English landscape painters, to
interest in scientific and mythographic theories. The artist produced around two hundred oil
sketches which represent the traditional category of érudes, studies from nature. However, they
equally functioned as empirical records of natural phenomena and diverse environments
varying from the sunlit Mediterranean regions to the dark northern outposts, produced upon
extensive annual voyages. Taking into consideration crucial concerns of Victorian culture —
nature, science, and myth — the tripartite discussion analyses the evolution of Leighton’s open-

air landscape art.

The first part of the thesis addresses the artist’s outlook on nature based on his manifold
landscape production, personal correspondence, as well as public discourses. Part 1l
investigates the multi-layered effect of Leighton’s scientific milieu, consisting of such figures
as John Tyndall and Lord Kelvin, on his open-air work. The final part of the thesis examines
the artist’s spiritual relationship with nature, which drew on Victorian mythographic and
philological research, especially that of F. Max Miiller. The connection of Leighton’s landscape
studies with such ephemeral interpretations is particularly evident in their incorporation in the
backgrounds of his subject pictures. Overall, a predominantly chronological approach presents
a comprehensive vision of the stylistic and thematic evolution in Leighton’s plein air art, and
places it within the broader context of Victorian attitudes to nature, cultural implications of
science, and mythographic interpretations of landscape. The thesis is supplemented by an

illustrated catalogue of Leighton’s oil sketches.
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INTRODUCTION

After two decades of successful submissions, in 1878 Frederic Leighton (1830-1896) was
elected President of the Royal Academy in London. Despite being closely identified with
figurative painting, the artist’s public appearances demonstrate a particular sympathy towards

depictions of nature. In his first presidential Address, delivered in 1879, he stated that:

if there is no form of Art more apt to sink into the depths of platitude and insignificance,
none is also more capable than landscape of reaching the highest flights of imaginative

expression in the hands of a man of high poetic personality.*

This acknowledgement of the great potential of the landscape genre, venerated not necessarily
for mimetic realism but for its power to elicit an emotional response, coincided with Leighton’s
own unprecedented public exposure as a landscape painter. That same year, he exhibited ten
small-scale landscape oil sketches,? which included views of Turkey,® Capri and Algiers,* at
the Grosvenor Gallery. The renowned critic F. G. Stephens noted this as ‘the first public
appearance of any of the numerous studies in question’.® It seems hardly coincidental that the
debut of Leighton’s plein air work took place shortly after his election as President of the Royal
Academy. Why, then, had this incredibly prolific aspect of his oeuvre remained virtually hidden
for so long? Was it the rise to the highest artistic prominence that injected sufficient confidence
in Leighton to unveil his most raw and intimate works, whose immediacy could not be

compared with the meticulous finish characteristic of the backgrounds of his subject pictures?

Despite occasional reservations towards some of Leighton’s academic submissions, his open-
air works pleased even such harsh critics as M. H. Spielmann, according to whom ‘the
numerous oil studies that lined his studio [...] present qualities of colour which may be sought
in vain in the finished landscapes.’® And yet, although Leighton’s plein air works were generally

renowned for their gem-like quality, particularly in contrast to the backgrounds of his studio

! Frederic Leighton, Addresses Delivered to the Students of the Royal Academy by the Late Lord
Leighton (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1897), 23.

2 Ernest Rhys, Frederic Lord Leighton (London: George Bell and Sons, 1900), 39.

% “The Grosvenor Gallery,” Freeman’s Journal (8 May 1879), 6.

* Under nos. 3 and 4: ‘The Grosvenor Gallery,” The British Architect (16 May 1879), 201.

°F. G. Stephens, ‘The Grosvenor Gallery Exhibition,” The Athenaeum, no. 2688 (3 May 1879), 575.

® Marion Harry Spielmann, ‘The Late Lord Leighton,” The Magazine of Art (January 1896), 212.
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pictures, the artist did not shy away from capturing duller scenes in nature and transforming
them into glowing visions of paradise upon some occasions. Such a curious case is his ldyll of
1881 [Fig. 1], which loosely refers to the pastoral poetry of Theocritus and shows two reposing
forest nymphs listening to an unsuspecting shepherd playing for his flock.” In the distance
stretches a vast expanse of a valley, through which traverse serpentine coils of a river, nearly
reaching the top edge of the picture space. The distant landscape appears to be drenched in a
subdued evening light, which softens colours and contours. The right side of the composition
is already steeped in shade, whereas the area on the left is brightly lit. The pose as well as the
wet-drapery garment of the central nymph mimic the winding coils of the flowing river, whose
surface becomes white under the lowering sunrays. The painting’s background remains,
unusually for Leighton, in what could elsewhere in his oeuvre be considered an unfinished state,
with detectable brushwork, blurred contours and a slightly coarse texture, contrasting with the

delicate and meticulous finish of the foreground figures.

The landscape setting, consisting of both the distant river valley and the foreground tree on the
right, spatially dominates the picture space. These pictorial proportions in which the figures do
not fill the entire canvas in a monumental manner are rare in Leighton’s art and occur with more
frequency in his later years. The background, though processed to a high degree in order to
achieve a generic, ideal sense of landscape, is most likely based on Leighton’s studies of the
meandering rivers in Italy. For instance, his depiction of the Tiber [Fig. 2] similarly shows an
expanse of a green valley with a serpentine riverbend on the right. Although both works share
the atmosphere of subdued light and an earthly colour palette, the oil sketch lacks the vibrancy
and punctuated luminosity of the Idyll’s background, as it is steeped in a muted, hazy
atmosphere characteristic of evenings in heat-laden climates.

This correspondence between Leighton’s subject pictures and his open-air sketches was indeed
recognised as a salient point in the analysis of his art. The author of the Fine Art Society booklet

on his Cymon and Iphigenia of 1884 stated that:

His landscapes have always been the accessory landscapes of a figure-painter;
nevertheless, they have been touched with that thoughtfulness which respects, though it
does not insist upon, the characteristics and individualities of nature. Sir Frederick [sic]

has never “generalised,” even when he has treated with a kind of heroic simplicity the

" Christopher Newall, The Art of Lord Leighton (London: Phaidon Press, 1990), 101.
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lucid blues and whites of a Greek sky, the large curves of the sea, or masses of summer
foliage. He has generally treated, as his subjects demanded, types of landscape and not
accidents. But the studies which line his painting-room walls show how thoroughly and
sympathetically he can treat nature in her more incidental and, as it were, her more
personal moods. He can be the portrait painter of some quaint and humble passage of

vegetation, or building, or labourer’s land.®

Contemporary marvel at the works which for the most part had remained only on the periphery
of public awareness began with assessing their full extent upon the sale of Leighton’s estate in
July 1896, organised by Christie’s auction house. It stunned wider audiences with the quality

of his rarely seen landscape studies:

These true and charming notes, and perhaps his sculpture, show us better than the more
deliberate pictures what Leighton’s vision of the world and what his ideal of natural
beauty was. [...] When we think that Leighton made hundreds of them at home and
abroad, and that they are all good, we can form to ourselves some idea of the virtue of

his eye.®

Altogether, Christie’s listed around two hundred oil sketches,’® among which were both pure
landscape scenes and architectural or interior views; sometimes his open-air studies
encompassed both motifs. The high prices reached by these sketches, many purchased by fellow
artists, speak further about their relevance and value, as much to Leighton as to his

contemporaries.

This thesis is therefore the first study of a very important area in a major artist’s production. It
concentrates on those of Leighton’s oil studies in which natural scenery preponderates, as they
form a distinct thematic group. Thus, the emphasis will be on the paintings done out of doors
and where the occasional architectural elements are not dominant, for instance where their role
is to frame a view. While the artist displayed some interest in the landmarks of antiquity as well
as local buildings partially forming a given landscape, he was predominantly concerned with
the natural environment and different effects of sunlight and moonlight. Given the variety of

8 Cymon and Iphigenia: The Story of the Picture (London: The Fine Art Society, 1884), 14.

® ‘Lord Leighton’s Pictures,” The Manchester Guardian (7 July 1896), 7.

10 Christie, Manson, and Woods, Catalogue of the Remaining Works and the Collection of Ancient and
Modern Pictures and Water-Colour Drawings of the Late Right Honorable Lord Leighton of Stretton
(London: William Clowes & Sons, 1896).
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open-air works that Leighton produced, it is crucial to acknowledge that the usage of the term
‘landscape’ can present complex pitfalls and the history of its linguistic evolution is a study in
itself.1!

Leighton’s diverse plein air oeuvre comprises sweeping vistas as well as magnified sections of
landscapes, such as rocks in a stream. It includes landscapes as much as seascapes, and
conflations of the two. Noting that human presence is overall scarce, Christopher Newall has
observed ‘no emotional identification on his part with the inhabitants of the places he painted.’
According to Newall, Leighton’s studies were essentially ‘exercises of inquiry into the
appearance of the physical world’, and derived ‘from the painter’s meditations on the nature of

light and form, and the way in which we perceive the outside world.’?

Leonée and Richard Ormond have pointed out that Leighton’s open-air studies ‘reflect the
relaxed and responsive mood which travel, and a change of environment, invariably
produced’.!® The artist’s sketching practice was indeed inextricably linked to his extensive
annual voyages, which resulted in entire series of oil studies of varying formats and supports.
In fact, their purpose was likely more serious than the implied holiday recreation. Already at
twenty two, Leighton himself recognised that ‘To an artist an occasional change of scene is of
the greatest advantage, if not importance’.}* This sense of necessary professional development
certainly added to Leighton’s natural inclination toward travelling, instilled in him by the
largely en route childhood and adolescence spent in Germany, Italy, Belgium, France, and other

European locations.

While Leighton had occasionally shown individual landscape studies as early as in 1871,% the

Grosvenor Gallery exhibition of 1879 was unprecedented in scale and therefore more noticeable

11 See for instance Gina Crandell, Nature Pictorialized: The View in Landscape History (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).

12 Christopher Newall, The Etruscans: Painters of the Italian Landscape 1850-1900 (Stoke-on-Trent:
Stoke on Trent City Museum and Art Gallery, 1989), 16.

13 Leonée and Richard Ormond, Lord Leighton (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1975),
120.

4 Emilie Barrington, The Life, Letters and Work of Frederic Leighton, I (London: George Allen, 1906),
92-93.

15 Leighton exhibited three Egyptian landscapes at the Royal Society of British Artists: View of Sisot
(no. 59), Sunrise at Longsor (no. 63), and A View of the Red Mountains from Cairo (no. 328): ‘Fine
Arts,” Daily News, no. 7787 (14 April 1871), 2.
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by critics as a consistent aspect of his artistic production rather than a few incidental pieces.®
Although the artist then decided to show ‘three small sketches from Rhodes’ in 1888, it was
not until the mid-1890s that he unveiled larger portions of his plein air work. This was also
when press reviews started to pay closer attention to the pictures in question, contrary to the
previous references to Leighton’s sketches, which were limited to generic statements, listing

some of the titles at best.

Leighton’s two major landscape displays were entrusted to the Royal Society of British Artists
at Suffolk Street. In 1894, he showed twenty two oil studies,*® while in 1895 thirty eight,'® both
times on the so-called ‘Screen’.?® A reviewer for The Times in 1894 noted that this group of
works was perhaps ‘never before seen in public, a whole screen full of landscape studies from
nature. Extremely fresh and true are these scenes — the greater number of them, we imagine,
painted in Greece or Southern Italy’.?! Similarly, the Society’s President, Wyke Bayliss, later

recalled that

this phase of Leighton’s Art appears to be a somewhat novel discovery. [...] Even to the
Academy itself this must have seemed a mystery for more than thirty years. In 1890,
however, in response to my desire, rather than for their own sake, Leighton began to
gather the landscape sketches he had made in Italy, and Spain, and Greece, and
Palestine, as well as in our own land; and during a succession of seasons to exhibit them
at the Royal British Artists. These sketches — of which there were more than a hundred
— had never been shown before; but they covered the whole period of his life’s work.
Scenes in the Highlands, in rural England, on the rough coasts of Ireland; Oriental

mosques, Mooreish cafes, Spanish convents; islands of the Grecian Achipelago,

16 Although Daniel Robbins has proposed that ‘perhaps the emergence of [Giovanni] Costa and his
followers had as a by-product established a context in which Leighton felt comfortable showing his own
landscapes’, this does not account specifically for the unprecedented number of oil sketches showed in
1879: Daniel Robbins, ‘Leighton and Costa, Aspects of a Friendship,” in Da Corot Ai Macchiaioli Al
Simbolismo. Nino Costa e Il Paesaggio Dell’anima, ed. Francesca Dini and Stefania Frezzotti (Milan:
Skira, 2009), 72.

17 “The Society of British Artists,” The Times, no. 32554 (27 November 1888), 4.
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19 Nos. 1-38 (internal numbering of ‘The Screen’).

20 The landscapes exhibited in 1894 were not catalogued individually, whereas records of the 1895
display demonstrate a great variety of the scenes shown, ranging from Ireland and Scotland to Capri and
Algiers: Maurice Bradshaw, Royal Society of British Artists: Members Exhibiting 1893-1910 (Leigh-
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2L < Art Exhibitions,” The Times, no. 34406 (27 October 1894), 12.

28



mountains in the Holy Land, rivers in Italy; palaces of the Caesars, streets in mediaeval
cities, remains of classic architecture; the Acropolis of Athens, Lindos [...] Looking at
them with me, Leighton has told me that his passion had always been for landscape, and

that he still hoped to paint an English cottage before he died.??

Besides highlighting the vast scope of motifs to be found among Leighton’s oil studies, Bayliss
stated the artist’s crucial claim regarding his secretive devotion to the art of landscape.
Leighton’s ambitions in this genre were not unfounded, as he was in fact appreciated by critics.
As Bayliss added: ‘we now know that he was a landscape painter as well. A landscape painter
of the first rank - if fineness of perception, grace of form, purity and truth of colour, unity of
composition, and directness of vision are qualities which place a landscapist in the first rank.’%
However biased he may have been, Bayliss was not isolated in his praises of Leighton’s
landscape studies. Among the few published reviews, a piece in The Standard assessed the

collection exhibited in 1895 as

a close and vivid appreciation of natural things — the rising into a solemn sky, of the
clustered trees of the South; the form and hues of a great southern mountain, lying out
brilliant in the morning light. No one should omit to make acquaintance with Sir
Frederic’s dignified and delightful studies.?*

Increasing exposure to Leighton’s immediate, unaltered impressions from nature helped the
public see the ways in which his studies of particular places were transformed into universalised
ideas of landscape, more fit for the classically-themed academic submissions. This is confirmed
by the reception of Leighton’s posthumous show at the Royal Academy in 1897, where as many
as fifty of his open-air oil sketches were displayed.? The sheer number of these works revealed
this aspect of his art to a wider public anew:

Seeing Leighton on those walls, one recognises at once that, his landscapes only
excepted, his work is bounded by convention, though certainly a noble sort of
convention. [...] His sketches are, however, always delightful, and in his landscapes he
not only shows profound feeling for natural beauty, but the utmost directedness of

22 \Wyke Bayliss, Five Great Painters of the Victorian Era: Leighton, Millais, Burne-Jones, Watts,
Holman Hunt (New York: AMS Press, 1902), 35-36.
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observation, coupled with singular felicity of statement. [...] Perhaps the artistic feeling
for which Leighton has had least credit, but which in him was exquisite, in the feeling
for landscape. [...] They are mostly the fruits of travel, things done on the spur of the

moment, full of the appeal that the scenery made to him.?

Despite the sensation caused by the first public displays of Leighton’s open-air oils, this aspect
of his artistic production was in fact hardly surprising or unusual. Indeed, Christopher Newall
has pointed out that it is ‘descended from a long landscape tradition, classical in its origins in
the art of Claude and Poussin, and transmitted through the careers of a succession of (mainly
French) visitors to Rome’.?” Both fathers of Ideal, Italianate landscape sealed the convention of
making drawings from nature and processing them in their studio paintings. Toward the end of
the eighteenth century, the Renaissance division of ébauche, or bozzetto (compositional sketch
of a painting), and érude (study of a detail of nature) gradually ceased to be perceived strictly
as stages of artistic preparation. The éfude, understood as ‘a record of observation’, began to
gain prominence as the Romantic appreciation for singularity and individuality of fragment
replaced the Neoclassical taste for the harmonious whole.?

At the forefront of landscape oil sketching were the French and Welsh painters Pierre-Henri de
Valenciennes and Thomas Jones, whose trips to Italy around 1780 were bountiful in studies
from nature which bore ‘no obvious relation to their grandiose, often unimpressive public
pictures.’®® As examples particularly from Leighton’s earlier oeuvre demonstrate, the rift
between swift, momentary impressions recorded on small canvases or panels and the highly
processed and detailed academic submissions is equally clear in his case. Although he did
transfer some of his open-air views into the backgrounds of his exhibited paintings, their
immediate utility is not always obvious as the two groups of works are often divided by a gap

of decades.

In Leighton’s mind, diligent and accurate studies of natural views and fleeting atmospheric
effects were essential to any kind of painter as the most effective training in observation, and a

foundation upon which to base one’s oeuvre. Shortly after completing education at prominent
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European academies, he declared: ‘I have come to the conviction that the best way for an
historical painter to bring myself home to Nature, in his own branch of the art, is strenuously to
study landscape, in which he has not had the opportunity, as in his own walk, of being crammed
with prejudices, conventional, flat — academical.”® Later in life, he reaffirmed this early
reflection by emphasising that ‘the danger of copying the old masters too exclusively [...] is
that one is apt to fall into mannerism by trying to see Nature with the eyes of others; painting
landscape direct from Nature is the best possible corrective against this tendency.’3! Where,
then, does Leighton’s open-air sketching practice actually fit within the landscape tradition? So
far, the only attempt to posit his landscape studies in the broader milieu of nineteenth-century
plein air production is John and Charlotte Gere’s specialised collection of open-air oil
sketches.*

Somewhat paradoxically, the unrestricted activity of plein air sketching had by then become
‘academically sanctioned as an aspect of craft’ in the academic pursuit of realistic
representation of nature. It had asserted itself as a necessary part of the general artistic training,
and thus Leighton’s landscape practice was far from revolutionary. Indeed, as Part | will
demonstrate, it was his European education that exposed him to this complementary activity
and Leighton himself, in turn, can be seen as mediating various landscape traditions. The
practice of unburdened oil sketching had become widespread already by 1820, particularly in
the artistic centres of France, Germany and Belgium,** where Leighton studied in the 1840s and
1850s. This new pan-European trend, along with mass production of tube colours by the second
half of the century,® prepared a perfect ground for a painter like Leighton, born precisely when
these two factors had just become well established.

Central to the theoretical justification of plein air painting was eighteenth-century French

writing, and particularly Valenciennes’ treatise on Elements of Practical Perspective for Artists

%0 Barrington, Life, I, 109.
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(1799-1800), which continued to exert influence well into the nineteenth century.®® As Peter
Galassi has observed, by the early nineteenth century figure painters could simultaneously
pursue this side activity, autonomous in itself, without threatening the ‘authority of public art’,
and without fully joining this widespread trend.3’ Indeed, Galassi’s stand on Leighton is one of
dismissal: ‘Fresh and eager as they are, Leighton’s landscape studies follow what had become
an academic pattern. They had little effect on his “conventional prejudices” and still less on the
landscape tradition, which had left Italy behind.”*® This thesis aims to shed new light on
Leighton as a landscapist, in fact demonstrating his capability to abandon already archaic
approaches to depicting nature and his acute awareness of the latest, progressive trends in
landscape art which he explored particularly in the northern regions. Still, the role of Italy in
galvanising his open-air practice is undisputable, as in the case of countless other painters. The
importance of Italian environs, from the Roman Campagna to the island of Capri, to the
intensification of Leighton’s oil sketching activity is clear, as his formative years were marked

by studies from nature made upon frequent visits to all parts of the country.

Increased landscape practice of a young artist might be easily accounted for by the urgency to
improve his workshop. However, Leighton did not cease his plein air production at any stage;
in fact, towards the end of his life he was as prolific as ever. What, then, motivated perpetuating
this activity? At the mature age of sixty five, the artist referred to it, rather dismissingly, as ‘a
little quiet, unconventional, but most enjoyable sketching (landscape bits) from nature - it is the
most irresponsible restful thing | can do & fills time delightfully’.3® This statement, from a letter
to a close friend and fellow artist George Frederic Watts, suggests two main conclusions — that
Leighton never abandoned making oil sketches when on holiday, as he genuinely enjoyed it,

and that he considered it an activity unburdened with responsibility for a high artistic value.

And yet, also in 1895, he was still exhibiting some of his oil sketches at Suffolk Street and
expressing his previously undisclosed passion for landscape painting. It starts to become
evident from Leighton’s strange tactics surrounding his first major displays of landscape studies
that he did in fact hold an ambition to be recognised in this genre and was keen to demonstrate

his capability to record immediate impressions from nature. Simultaneously, he seems to have
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felt restrained by the unfavourable position of pure landscape in the academic hierarchy, as well
as by the traditional view of érudes as mere academic exercise and not pictures in their own

right.

Seemingly not suggested before, a parallel can be drawn with the landscape oeuvre of Watts.
As a painter similarly renowned for large-scale mythological and Biblical compositions, his
devotion to open-air work which he rarely shared with wider public has equally mystified
scholars. According to Hilary Underwood, ‘It is probable, despite Watts’s early love of
landscape painting, that academic classification and the selling price of landscapes encouraged
him to restrict his early landscapes to sketches and studies.”*® As it will be demonstrated
throughout this thesis, the plein air as well as studio landscapes of Watts and Leighton display
strong affinities, signifying an active artistic exchange, and their reasons for exhibiting
landscape works mostly at secondary venues could be similarly related. Just as Leighton, Watts
showed only four landscape paintings at the Royal Academy over the course of four decades,
and instead exhibited such works predominantly at the ‘aesthetic’ Grosvenor Gallery.*! Indeed,
perhaps both artists attempted to marry figurative and landscape painting under the wider
umbrella of Aestheticism, which among its influences counted Venetian painting, considered
particularly close to nature. Similarly to Leighton, Watts began increasingly exhibiting his
landscape pieces in later years, keeping this aspect of his artistic production private for the first

half of his career.

Another parallel between the artists 1s that Watts’s landscape art also ‘originated as a holiday
activity, produced during or inspired by travels to the Continent, to Asia Minor, Egypt, and
Scotland’. However, Allen Staley has argued for its production as a bi-product rather than the
chief motivation of Watts’s journeys,*? unlike in Leighton’s case. In fact, it is possible that the
latter created records of visited places as much as for his own benefit as for their educational
and utilitarian value to others. Leighton’s friend and most notable biographer Emilie Barrington

noted a strong didactic undercurrent in his landscape studies:

He thought, if kept together, these might have been useful to students who could not

themselves travel. They were painted with a view of giving the faithful portraits of

%0 Hilary Underwood, ‘The Place of Landscape in the Art of George Frederic Watts,” in Allen Staley
and Hilary Underwood, Painting the Cosmos: Landscapes by G.F. Watts, (Compton: Watts Gallery,
2006), 10.

4 Ibid., 11.

42 Allen Staley, ‘Watts Abroad,” in Staley and Underwood, Painting the Cosmos, 15.

33



scenes and places, to render the beauty and the character of local form and colour, the
various moods of climate, and the effects which clung as the normal condition of
atmosphere, to the aspect of nature in the different countries in which he travelled. With
the exception of an effect of storm cloud off the coast of Ireland, if | remember rightly,
not one of the subjects chosen was that in which a troubled or a misty effect was the
key-note. The variety in the colouring and atmosphere of various countries is given by
the actual difference in the local colour of sky, sea, and land, not by passing effect of

wind and weather.*?

This informative purpose could have emerged out of the widespread Ruskinian influence. As
John Holmes has observed, ‘In Pre-Raphaelitism, Ruskin encouraged artists to travel so as to
be able to bring back to England records of landscapes unseen at home.’** Importantly,
Leighton did not disperse his landscape studies through sales or even gifts (with very few
exceptions offered as tokens of friendship or gratitude, such those presented to his hosts
William Cornwallis Cartwright and Samuel Pepys Cockerell). Writing to Harry Quilter in 1893,
the artist emphasised: ‘I have for many years constantly declined to sell sketches or drawings’.*
Still, it is difficult to ascertain with absolute confidence to what extent Barrington recorded
Leighton’s exact words and to what extent she imposed her own interpretation. Indeed, there
seems to be no other account or evidence of students making direct use of his oil landscape

studies.

Their educational value was, however, ingrained in the way in which they were tightly lined up
on Leighton’s studio walls, in a prominent display of his snapshots of nature. The artist’s
opulent ‘palace of art’ at Holland Park Road in Kensington was as busy with social gatherings
as it was publicised through numerous photographs of its interiors. This theoretically private
but in fact largely public display was, again, not unprecedented. On the contrary, it comes back
to the sketches made ‘highly visible, ostensibly mounted and hung by threaded loops on the
walls of Valenciennes’ atelier where visitors and students might examine them.’*® This example
suggests that Leighton’s goal of aiding underprivileged artists stated by Barrington was not

unfounded; it is also reminiscent of his own studio [Fig. 3], in which ‘there were scores of
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jewel-like sketches of Eastern scenes in broad gold frames, ranged along the walls’.*” Another
account confirms that ‘The chief interest in the studio will be found in the large series of
sketches in oil, arranged on the walls, illustrating scenes from all parts of the world, and
recording reminiscences of the most varied character, but here hung side by side’.*® Leighton’s

biographer Ernest Rhys similarly recalled the dominance of the landscape oils in the studio:

Round the upper wall ran a cast of the Parthenon frieze, and beneath this the wall on one
side was riddled and windowed, as it were, with innumerable framed pictures, small
studies of foreign scenes; so that one looked out in turn upon Italy and the South, Egypt

and the East, or upon an Irish sunset, or a Scottish mountain-side.*°

The captured variety of environments and light effects stimulated Leighton’s imagination
during bleak winter months confined to the studio, as well as offered a way for comparing
approaches and exchanging ideas with fellow painters. A case in point, discussed in Chapter 2,
is Watts’s landscape study Haystacks (1882), which he presented to Leighton upon the latter’s
admiration. Leighton seems to have utilised its composition some years later in his own large-

scale painting, Clytie (1892).

The careful display of oil studies in Valenciennes’ studio (and, by extension, in that of
Leighton) can be seen as a direct implication of their didactic role, since it demonstrates ‘a
repertoire of techniques to render nature’. It also attests the artist’s erudition, for the swift
sketches demanded a level of contemplation, unlike the clearly articulated finished pictures,
easier to read at a single glance. Thus, eliminating the immediate role of an érude as a study to
be used as part of a larger painting should not diminish its value to a merely “private activity’,>
without any actual importance. Noteworthy is Leighton’s photographic portrait of 1890 [Fig.
4], which ostentatiously sets him not against his large-scale subject pictures, but indeed the
small and intimate preparatory works: sculpture models and the rows of landscape sketches in

the background.
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Part of the significance of open-air studies lies in their practical aspects. By definition, they
tended to be works executed over one sitting. Indeed, Valenciennes advised ‘his readers to
finish their oil studies quickly, taking no more than two hours and, in the case of sunrises and
sunsets, no more than a half-hour. [...] Lack of finish makes possible the rendering of fleeting
moments, but also serves as an index of spontaneity’.%? In addition, painting outdoors presented
logistical problems, particularly during far-off travels such as those regularly undertaken by
Leighton. It is possible that he was using a variation of the ‘sketching apparatus’, patented in
1853 by the landscape painter and a pupil of John Ruskin, John Brett, consisting of ‘a seat, a
small easel, and a case for materials, the whole of which fold up neatly together, and being light
of weight, may be carried without fatigue by the sketcher from nature’. The invention was to
be available at ‘any of the principal artists’ colourmen’,>® thus it is likely Leighton could
purchase it from either of his known suppliers — Charles Roberson or William Eatwell. The
absence of any debris on Leighton’s open-air studies implicates that he must have been using
portable paint boxes, such as that with which his friend Giovanni Costa was depicted [Fig. 5].

Most of Leighton’s sketches would have easily fitted in a standard enclosure of this sort.

On the basis of the differences in size, appearance and quality, as well as the frequent lack of a
maker’s mark, it seems likely that, at least on occasions, Leighton was purchasing supports
locally, whilst on the road, rather than leaving the country fully equipped. For virtually all his
exhibited works he ordered materials from Roberson, a major London colourman,® yet the
matter is more complicated in the case of his landscape studies. So far, the only maker’s stencil
has been identified on the canvases of The Isle of Chios and St Paul’s Bay, Lindos [Fig. 6], both
painted in 1867 and supplied by Eatwell, from whom Leighton had also bought materials for
projects in the early 1860s. Although Leighton’s account at Roberson’s was opened in 1860,
the artist was evidently still using Eatwell’s canvases in 1867, however seemingly stopped

ordering supplies from him beyond the 1860s.

Slightly more information is available on the pigments Leighton used, as this technical aspect
appears to have been his primary concern. In 1876, he notably proposed introducing the

‘Members’ Methods of Procedure’ forms at the Royal Academy, which were to detail the
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techniques used by the artists on paintings shown in the summer exhibitions.>® Listing
information on the pigments, vehicles and varnishes, the surveys were a step towards
monitoring the oil pictures with especial focus on conservation, but also revealed personal
preferences and experiments. Leighton’s curious and far-sighted mind is also marked by his
abundant correspondence with Arthur Herbert Church, second Professor of Chemistry at the
Royal Academy appointed a year into Leighton’s Presidency, who patiently responded to his
relentless chemical enquiries on specific pigments, vehicles and varnishes.>® Leighton’s
landscape palette recorded in 1879 specified, for instance, that for skies he used cobalt, pale

lemon and vermilion.®’

A question whether he chose to preserve the sketches with a coat of varnish remains unresolved
without a scientific examination, however Leighton himself stated: ‘I hate vernis in painting,
as Bocchini tells us the Venetians did, come la peste [like a plague]’.%® This could perhaps serve
as a clue that Leighton did not varnish his sketches, as it had beenthe case with John Constable
who similarly preferred to ensure the durability of pigments and vehicles instead.*® According
to Anthea Callen, the back of a canvas would reveal, to varying degrees, ‘seepage, a common
problem when varnish is applied over an ébauche or an oil sketch, especially one executed on
thinly primed ézude or toile ordinaire canvas.”® The verso of Leighton’s St Paul 's Bay of 1867
looks entirely clear, however one of his earlier studies, of Capri [Fig. 7], reveals varnish seepage
in the area of the foreground trees, which indeed appears smoothened and flattened, as well as

darkened in comparison with the rest of the picture.

With my thesis, | aim to shed new light on Leighton’s largely neglected open-air sketching

practice. While his first recent biographers Leonée and Richard Ormond have provided a wealth
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of information regarding some of Leighton’s landscape oil sketches,®® Christopher Newall’s
essay of 1996 is the only comprehensive overview of this aspect of his oeuvre to date.®? The
piece is a part of the catalogue of Leighton’s centenary exhibition held at the Royal Academy,
which was the first public appearance of many of his landscape oil sketches since the artist’s
posthumous show of 1897. Individual entries on the oil sketches by Newall and Leonée
Ormond, often presented in relation to the subject-pictures, have laid crucial foundation for a
more in-depth study of Leighton’s painting from nature. This relationship between Leighton’s
studies and the landscape settings of his finished paintings, hindered by the large number of the
former remaining untranced, has recently gained more attention in the discussion of individual

pictures, such as Daniel Robbins’ paper on Clytie of 2012.5

Still, this large body of material consisting of around two hundred landscape oil sketches has
escaped a thorough scholarly treatment despite Leighton’s own admission regarding the
significance he placed on landscape art. The main obstacle in producing an exhaustive study of
this group of works is their aforementioned scattering across public and private collections,
both in the United Kingdom as well as overseas. While some of them have recently resurfaced
and thus been included in this analysis, there is still potential for uncovering more clues about

the artist’s open-air practice.

This thesis aims to expand beyond establishing a chronological timeline and stylistic influences
of the works in question by additionally considering previously unexplored cultural and
scientific contexts, suggested by Leighton’s own writings and the symbolism of his subject-
pictures in which the processed landscape sketches play a significant role. The tripartite
structure divided into ‘nature’, ‘science’, and ‘myth’ stems from acknowledging the main
thematic concerns of the Victorian culture. As Gillian Beer has noted, ‘Mythography,
linguistics, physics, and biology were all public subjects of debate in the 1860s and 1870s rather
than being confined only to specialist journals.’®* Spread over three main parts, my discourse
is underpinned by the research question about how Leighton’s open-air painting signals his

awareness of various trends in landscape art, as well as of modern scientific and mythographic
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notions. The underlying arguments of this thesis are centred around the ways in which the

differences in environments and atmospheric conditions elicited different artistic responses.

The starting point for each discussion is a selection of landscape studies, supplemented by their
counterparts in the form of painting backgrounds where the original sketches remain untraced.
My interdisciplinary methodology draws on scholarly literature and primary sources
concerning nineteenth-century natural sciences as well as anthropological studies of myth and
religion. The importance of including these wider contexts lies not just in their widespread
influence on Victorian art and culture at large, but also in the evidence of Leighton’s specific

interest in those disciplines, including his active contact with their chief representatives.

The overall structure of my thesis takes cue from The Science of Art, Martin Kemp’s book of
1990,% similarly adding introductory sections to each of the three parts, as well as numbering
individual chapters within them in a continuous order. The tripartite division is also suggested
by Leighton’s intriguing bookplate, designed by Robert Anning Bell in 1894 [Fig. 8]. Its left
margin is filled with three allegories, supporting one another in a caryatid-like manner. The
bottom one holds a book with ‘SCIENCE’ inscribed on the spine, on which stands a figure
labelled as ‘HISTORY”, while the top occupies the allegory of ‘BELLES LETTRES.’ This was
a conventional library order at the time, exemplified by the London Library to which Leighton

belonged,®® as well as thematically representative of the artist’s own collection of books.

While this peculiar depiction emphasises scientific roots for all other disciplines, the scholarly
references in the bookplate are, literally, marginal. The centre of the composition is filled by
the ‘tree of the knowledge of good and evil, with serpent on its branches. At the foot, woman
with the fruit of the tree, and young satyr crowned with its flowers and piping’,%” on an
instrument known as aulos, invented by the satyr Marsyas who famously competed with the
lyre of Apollo, god of music and the sun. In Leighton’s own recent picture, The Garden of the
Hesperides (1892), ‘the mystic serpent twining around’ the branches of a tree is also found.®

In both works the association with the Garden of Eden is indicated by the configuration of the

® The Science of Art: Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1990).

 Helen O’Neill, ‘The London Library and the Intelligentsia of Victorian London,” Carlyle Studies
Annual 31 (2015), 201.

87 Gleeson White, ‘Modern Book-Plate Designers,” Ex Libris Journal 5, no. 8 (1895), 148.

68 As described by a critic in The Times of 1892, quoted in Leonée Ormond, ‘The Garden of the
Hesperides,” in Frederic Leighton, 233.
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tree, the snake, and the woman, which echoes the Biblical scene of Eve’s temptation. However,
Keren Rosa Hammerschlag sees Leighton’s nymph not as threatened by the serpent, but rather
as sharing an intimate connection with it.®® The bookplate, then, might stand for attainment of
the ultimate knowledge, or illumination, through studying nature: the classically draped female
figure could be an allegory of Sapientia, the snake evocative of Genesis might symbolise hidden
knowledge, and the playing faun-type creature is suggestive of the primordial harmony with

nature.

Part | of my thesis presents ‘The Five Decades of Leighton’s Landscape Painting’, organised
chronologically and prefaced by a discussion of the artist’s understanding of the idea of
‘nature’. Chapter 1 introduces his earliest attempts at faithful recording of the natural
environment, induced by his Continental education as well as the pivotal influence of Italian
and French landscape artists. Chapter 2 seeks to demonstrate the development in Leighton’s
interest in the effects of light, inspired by the sunlit Mediterranean environs as well as stormy
northern skies. Chapter 3 presents the artist’s mature landscape style, largely freed from

convention and exploring new artistic modes of capturing the diverse natural world.

Part Il discusses ‘Leighton’s Scientific Interactions and His Landscape Art’. Following an
explanation of why an open-air study can be considered a relevant form of knowledge as it is
obtained empirically, Chapter 4 uncovers the ways in which Leighton was inevitably aware of
the mainstream scientific notions through his exposure to the latest works and contact with the
leading intellectual elites. Chapter 5 examines his especial recognition of botanical and
geological aspects of landscape, while Chapter 6 proposes his artistic processing of the theories
propounded by Victorian optics and thermodynamics. As a way of conclusion, Chapter 7
reconsiders a case study of one of the sketches Leighton painted on the Nile in light of the above

scientific disciplines.

Part III investigates ‘Pantheism and Sun Worship in Leighton’s Landscape Art’, and
commences with a consideration of Leighton’s religious beliefs and the context of widespread
paganism in the nineteenth century. In Chapter 8, Leighton’s initial enchantment with the idyllic
Italian countryside is examined, with the acknowledgement of his fascination with the mythical
figure of Pan. Chapter 9 focuses on Leighton’s treatment of the sun mythology of the

classically-associated islands of Capri and Rhodes. Chapter 10 turns to the colder environments

8 Keren Rosa Hammerschlag, ‘The Deathly Sleep of Frederic Leighton’s Painted Women,” Women: A
Cultural Review 23, no. 2 (2012), 210.
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of Scotland and Switzerland, which the artist recognised for their sublime appeal. The
discussion concludes in Chapter 11, which examines Leighton’s two versions of Clytie as a

synthesis of the two interlacing spiritual strands — pantheism and sun worship.

This thesis is supplemented by two Appendices. In Appendix I, I have compiled Leighton’s
travel log, mapping out his extensive journeys against the timeline of his exhibited paintings.

Appendix II consists of an illustrated catalogue of Leighton’s landscape oil sketches.
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PART I: NATURE

The Five Decades of Leighton’s Landscape Painting
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Introduction to Part |

Contemplating Leighton’s open-air oeuvre shown at the Royal Society of British Artists in 1894
and 1895, Wyke Bayliss noted that in fact the public had been receiving glimpses of this work
in the backgrounds of his paintings exhibited at the Royal Academy. However, the audience
‘have been content to think of the figures, and the story they tell, apart from their setting — not
troubling to inquire from whence the trees and skies and rivers came into pictures painted for
the most part in a London studio.’’® Precisely this overlooked derivation of Leighton’s
landscape motifs directly from nature will be explored in the following chapters, which provide
a long-overdue consideration of the versatile environments he depicted, indeed not limited to
those later processed as settings of his subject pictures. Still, taking cue from Bayliss in using
the latter examples as initial signposts of Leighton’s interest in landscape allows to identify the
potential importance of the oil sketching practice to his official oeuvre. Did the open-air studies
induce any tangible changes in Leighton’s art? Is their evolution reflected in the parallel studio
production? The answers to these questions are complex and arriving at a definite conclusion
is perhaps impossible. On one hand, there are instances of Leighton’s academic submissions
with landscape backgrounds modelled on the most recently executed oil sketches, such as David
(1865), Greek Girl Dancing (1867),”* Daedalus and Icarus (1869), The Daphnephoria (1876),
and The Spirit of the Summit (1894), to name a few. On the other hand, a great deal of Leighton’s
works include amalgamations of studies produced even decades earlier, and in vastly different
locations. Moreover, entire landscape series remained utterly unutilised in his large-scale

pictures, such as the numerous studies painted on the Nile.

Similarly, the question of a steady evolution in the artist’s backgrounds with respect to the
landscape sketches he painted simultaneously presents pitfalls. For example, already around
1860 Leighton was equally capable of producing Aesthetic paintings of beautiful maidens in
idealised architectural settings and with mere glimpses of serenely blue skies as he was of
dynamic female portraits engulfed in naturalistic visions of raw landscapes. Most notably, his

painting of May Sartoris is ‘the most English of all Leighton’s paintings’ [Fig. 9], and yet, its

0 Bayliss, Five Great Painters of the Victorian Era, 35.

™ The connection between this painting and the oil sketch The Bay of Cadiz has been recently made also
by Véronique Gerard Powell in ‘Los Viajes Por Espafa de Frederic Leighton, P.R.A.,” in La Mirada
Extravagante: Arte, Ciencia y Religion En La Edad Moderna. Homenaje a Fernando Marias, ed. Maria
Cruz de Carlos, Felipe Pereda, and José Riello (Madrid: Marcial Pons Historia, 2020), 575-576.
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landscape is simultaneously ‘more akin to the Barbizon school than to Constable, Turner, or
the Pre-Raphaelites’, as Malcolm Warner has noted.”® Leighton’s contact with the progressive
French landscape painters during his recent stay in Paris undoubtedly accounts for the

unexpected freshness and fidelity of his depiction of nature.

May was the daughter of Adelaide Sartoris, an accomplished singer and a close friend of
Leighton, who around that time leased Westbury House in Hampshire.”® Following that clue,
Warner has identified the Marland’s Mill and the West Meon church as direct inspirations for
the landscape themes depicted, though processed into more generic representations,’ perhaps
to help create a universal evocation of the passage of time. Leighton’s own mentioning of a
‘little sketch of Westbury’ he sent to Boston upon the request of Fanny Kemble, the sister of
Adelaide Sartoris, proves that he made preparatory studies while visiting the estate.” Kemble
herself stated: ‘I am sure you have not forgotten the charming farmhouse at Westy Mion [sic],
to which you and your sketchbook were the means of introducing us.’’® However, among
Leighton’s traced oil sketches there seem to be none of those used for May Sartoris.
Establishing their existence is virtually unfeasible, as Christie’s catalogue of Leighton’s sale

lists many of the artist’s open-air oils under such enigmatic titles as ‘A Landscape’.

Warner has further emphasised that the painting’s landscape could have been a studio as much
as an open-air production, perhaps even both combined.”” Although an expressive fusion of
various local sites, the painting’s background is still an accurate record of existing places and a
naturalistic depiction of such landscape motifs as the fallen oak tree, which Leonée Ormond
has interpreted as pertaining to the vanitas symbolism, alongside the gloomy, autumnal
atmosphere.”® Christopher Newall, meanwhile, sees the diagonally placed trunk as a practical
solution ‘to obscure the transition from foreground to distance’.”® Leighton’s dynamic setting
invokes the sublime vision of landscape in the portraits by Thomas Gainsborough and Joshua
Reynolds, yet the portraiture formula of a figure in a countryside landscape, walking towards

2 Malcolm Warner, Friendship and Loss in the Victorian Portrait: May Sartoris by Frederic Leighton
(Fort Worth: Kimbell Art Museum, 2009), 25.

" Leonée Ormond, ‘May Sartoris,” in Frederic Leighton, 122.

" Warner, Friendship and Loss in the Victorian Portrait, 24.

S Barrington, Life, 11, 68.

76 |etter dated 10 March, year unknown, sent from New York, current location unknown.

" Warner, Friendship and Loss in the Victorian Portrait, 25.

8 Ormond, ‘May Sartoris,” 122.

9 Newall, The Art of Lord Leighton, 32.
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the viewer and dressed in black and red, descends, as Paul Barlow has noted, directly from Miss
Daisy Grant by Francis Grant [Fig. 10], Leighton’s predecessor as the Royal Academy
President. Both works share also the rendering of the foreground path in ‘loose directional
strokes suggesting forward movement and rapidity of execution’.?® Despite the affinities,
Grant’s landscape is far more generic than Leighton’s, which, although somewhat manipulated,
is still identifiable. This is an important point, for it suggests that the young artist attempted to
establish himself in line with the figurative art of the then-President, yet where landscape was
concerned he was more determined to follow the progressive European trends. What, then, does
Leighton’s simultaneous interest in both the natural and artificial (in the modes of Classicism
and Aestheticism) reveal ?8! Was the study of nature merely a means to a purely artistic end, or

was its purpose independent from Leighton’s official oeuvre?

Malcolm Warren has observed that Leighton, being versed in ‘the classical principle of the
Ideal’, reorganised the actual topography to achieve a ‘generalised Hampshire setting rather
than a specific Westbury one’.8? In fact, creating amalgamations of a number of places in the
landscape backgrounds is largely true for Leighton’s oeuvre on the whole. While his studies
from nature were overall faithful to the depicted views, his painting settings had a different
purpose. Crucial to explaining this process of coalescing collected snapshots of nature is Jeremy
Strick’s conclusion that ‘the landscape oil study satisfied two imperatives: that of understanding
nature and that of recalling the experience of nature. Together, these imperatives came to define
anew purpose for landscape, which was first expressed in the Italian oil study.’8® These nature-
oriented principles and their expression in the plein air studies of Italian landscape to a large

degree form also the story of Leighton’s practice.

Although his contact with the Barbizon School facilitated the evolution of his landscape art, the
initial turning point in Leighton’s artistic development was his stay in Rome between 1852 and
1855, during which he reported that ‘close and minute study of Nature in its details is, as [ now

see more plainly than ever, of paramount importance’.#* William Blake Richmond, a fellow

8 Paul Barlow, ‘Transparent Bodies, Opaque Identities: Personification, Narrative and Portraiture,” in
Frederic Leighton: Antiquity, Renaissance, Modernity, ed. Tim Barringer and Elizabeth Prettejohn
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), 202-205.

81 To this typically nineteenth-century contradiction has pointed also Carl Woodring in ‘Nature and Art
in the Nineteenth Century,” Modern Language Association 92, no. 2 (1977): 193-202.

82 Warner, Friendship and Loss in the Victorian Portrait, 25.

8 Strick, ‘Nature Studied and Nature Remembered,’ 80.

8 Barrington, Life, I, 112.
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artist Leighton knew since 1860, later confirmed that ‘his powers of design without immediate
consultation with Nature were phenomenal; he feared the facility in himself and went always
to Nature, that out of her manifold gifts he should be inspired directly by them’.®® This rare
ability to curate a sort of a mental catalogue of motifs depicted across decades became
especially useful in Leighton’s arrangement of painting backgrounds. However, Leighton’s stay
in Rome was to produce his cornerstone procession of figures, Cimabue’s Celebrated Madonna
(1853-1855). Why, then, did his arrival in Italy elicit the realisation about the necessity of
studies from nature? Was its landscape solely responsible for the reflections on nature as an
artist’s supreme source, or did it simply offer the confirmation of the teachings Leighton had

received elsewhere in Europe?

As early as 1841, Leighton was taking drawing lessons from Francesco Meli in Florence,
beginning the habit of carrying notebooks and sketching everything he saw.®® Between 1846
and 1847, he attended the Stiddelsches Kunstinstitut in Frankfurt under the tutorship of Philip
Veit and the landscape painter Jakob Becker. For the years 1848 and 1849, the Leightons fled
first to Brussels and then Paris, where he was taught by three local artists.8” Upon his return to
Frankfurt and commencing education under Eduard von Steinle, Leighton remarked that
working on some recent studies ‘opened my eyes to the fact that I have not yet (to use a German
phrase) “die Natur mit dem Loffel gefressen [devoured nature with a spoon]”.” He also went on
to observe that ‘I have never studied from nature; that | did not in Brussels, | need not remind
you, and you must also remember that everything | painted in Paris, in the way of portraits, was
done before nature, | grant, but with a certain ideal colour or tone’.8 In fact, academic training
involved drawing from model as a ‘study from nature’, yet these were usually anatomical

studies in studio settings.

The lack of artistic encounters with the natural world in Brussels and Paris, about which
Leighton complained, was compensated in Frankfurt, where, as he reported: ‘I painted pictures
in an out-of-door top light and with realistic aims [...] long before I heard of “modern” ideas

of painting’.# Crucially, Becker was sketching outdoors in oils already in 1831,% and thus he

& 1bid., I, 1.

8 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 4.

87 Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 41-42. See also Nicholas Tromans, ‘Leighton’s Early
Years,” Apollo 143, no. 408 (1996): 30-39.

8 Barrington, Life, 1, 44.

8 Ibid., I1, 230.

% As demonstrates his Hiigel mit Feld und Wiese (Stidel Museum, Frankfurt).
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was likely responsible for instilling the plein air practice in the young artist. According to
Christopher Newall, around 1850 Leighton was introduced to painters from Becker’s circle:
Ernest Schalk, Anton Burger, Philipp Rumpf and Jakob Dielmann, known as the Kronberg
Artists’ Colony of ‘rustic and woodland landscapists’. Newall has suggested that contact with
this group was Leighton’s first exposure to systematic open-air oil sketching. Importantly, upon
arrival in Rome in 1852, Leighton rekindled old acquaintances from Frankfurt, such as Tobias
Andreae and Otto Donner von Richter, also former students of Becker who constituted the

Campagna school of landscape painters.®*

Becker’s influence can be detected even in Leighton’s characteristic botanical pencil drawings.
The former’s tree study [Fig. 11] can be arguably seen as precedent for Leighton’s famed Study
of a Lemon Tree, drawn in Capri in 1859 [Fig. 12]. Both works are feats of laborious approach
and detailed execution, with subtle shadings giving the effect of three-dimensionality and depth.
It seems more than likely that Leighton’s prolific sketchbooks of the 1840s and 1850s, filled
with drawings and occasional watercolours, owe a lot to his early German master, even though
this relationship was later surpassed by the impact of Steinle. Matthew Potter has pointed out
that the latter initially shared the linear, contour-oriented Nazarene manner, and that the
meticulous pencil method was also associated with the ‘Ruskinian naturalism’, increasingly
rejected by Leighton from the 1860s.9 In fact, it was Steinle who warned him against the
overworked precision and convinced about the need for a degree of ‘roughness’ as early as in
1854.% Still, Becker’s initial influence had firmly imprinted upon Leighton the practice of close
observation and detailed studies of elements of landscape. In 1853, the young artist claimed
that en route to Rome:

| felt the greatest possible reluctance to sketch in the hasty manner in which one does
when travelling; | shunned the idea of approaching Nature in a manner which seemed
to me disrespectful, and the consequence was that until I got to Verona I did not touch

a pencil %

This early devotion to recording landscapes through draughtsmanship was typical for the

German school. Ludwig Richter notably recalled the encounter of German and French artists

% Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 41-42.

92 Matthew C. Potter, The Inspirational Genius of Germany: British Art and Germanism, 1850-1939
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2012), 97-105.

% Barrington, Life, I, 152.

% bid., 112.
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sketching en plein air at Tivoli, and their mutual disapproval of the former’s drawing and the
latter’s painting of the same views.* Leighton’s initial preference for precisely executed pencil
studies manifested itself, for instance, in his passionate complaint that ‘people, while they are
still young, labour and worry and day and night at the representation of unrepresentable ideas,
instead of drawing from nature and from nothing else for ever and ever amen, till they are in

close harmony with her’.%

During the period spent in Italy in the 1850s, Leighton concluded that previously his ‘works
lacked [...] an intimate knowledge of nature; this consciousness had so increased when | arrived
in Rome’.%” The change of scenery evidently inspired a closer relationship with nature: ‘I have
heard her voice, ever since | left Frankfurt, ring more powerfully than ever before, and it has
been the key to all that I have done, and to all that I have omitted.’®® This improvement was not
a by-product of his stay at the Italian capital, but rather the primary goal for Leighton. Shortly
before arriving in Rome in 1852, he wrote: ‘I long to find myself again face to face with Nature,
to follow it, to watch it, and to copy it, closely, faithfully, ingenuously — as Ruskin suggests,
“choosing nothing, rejecting nothing.”” What followed was the reflection that studying
landscape is the best way for ‘an historical painter to bring himself home to Nature’, so as to
avoid mannerisms.*® Leighton’s early acknowledgement of John Ruskin’s first volume of
Modern Painters, published in 1843, suggests he was monitoring the British art world closely
despite living abroad. The Lemon Tree, so far removed from what Leighton tended to exhibit,
is a clear demonstration of his attempt put his own stamp on the latest trend in English art.
Indeed, according to Emilie Barrington, around 1870 Leighton showed her the drawing ‘to
prove that it was not necessary to belong to the school of pre-Raphaelites in order to love the
study of minute detail.”*% In other words, from the earliest years Leighton was determined to
demonstrate, through his versatile oeuvre, that he did not limit himself to subscribing to a

particular movement or style other than the source of all art, nature itself.

The Lemon Tree was Leighton’s singular ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ statement, emphasised by its

deliberate exhibition at the vanguard Hogarth Club in 1859 — a form of challenge rather than a

% Ernst Hans Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in Psychology of Pictorial Representation (London:
Phaidon Press, 1972), 55.

% Barrington, Life, I, 175.

7 1bid., 119.

% 1bid., 95.

% |bid., 109.

190 Barrington, ‘Lord Leighton’s Sketches,” 512.
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serious pursuit. In the 1880s it was notably borrowed by Ruskin, the great Pre-Raphaelite
eulogist, to illustrate his Oxford lectures. Despite these associations, Allen Staley has pointed
out that Leighton’s aimed rivalry had little ground, as ‘The Pre-Raphaelites painted; they rarely
drew’.1%! Liz Prettejohn has similarly argued against the view that the Lemon Tree is ‘Pre-
Raphaelite’, given Leighton’s obvious improvement of the actual tree in order to render a more
aesthetic result,% as had been the case with the Hampshire landscape in his portrait of May
Sartoris.

What is, then, the importance of Ruskin to Leighton’s appreciation for natural beauty and open-
air sketching practice? How does Leighton’s interaction with the natural world, as he might
have understood it in a post-Ruskinian generation, weave in with the context of Western
landscape painting tradition, the awareness of which his early oil sketches clearly display? It
is perhaps not coincidental that Leighton’s late admission that ‘his lifelong passion had always

been for landscape’1®®

mirrors Ruskin’s words that it was likewise ‘the ruling passion of my
life’.1**Around the time Leighton was in Rome and dwelled on the exhortation in Modern
Painters, he could have also read Ruskin’s Edinburgh Lectures of 1853, in which he derived
architectural styles from nature, and discussed Turner as well as the rise of landscape painting.
Later, in his Academy Addresses, Leighton followed suit with his own parallel discussion of the
evolution of landscape art and approaches to nature across the centuries, as well as in praising

the ‘magnificently individual’ genius of Turner.'%

Despite the acclaim Leighton gained as a draughtsman, he soon realised that his continental
training, with the emphasis on drawing and precision of outlines, needed to be counteracted by
a practice unburdened by such a strict convention, and which would allow him to study light
and colour in landscape, critical to painting. According to Barrington, he ‘said he professed
sketching in oil-colour because in this medium he could get more exact truth in a shorter time
than when he tried to sketch in water-colour.”%® While there are some extant watercolour views
from both his early and late years, the artist was consistently devoted to the practice of oil

sketching, despite its impracticalities when travelling. As Ernst Gombrich put it, pencil in hand,

101 Allen Staley, The Pre-Raphaelite Landscape (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001),
245,

102 Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate Publishing, 2000), 173.

103 Bayliss, Five Great Painters of the Victorian Era, 36.

104 John Ruskin, Modern Painters, 111 (London: George Allen, 1904), 365.

105 |_eighton, Addresses, 23.

196 Barrington, ‘Lord Leighton’s Sketches,” 514.
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the artist tends to ‘see his motif in terms of lines, while, brush in hand, he sees it in terms of
masses’.}%” The dimensional layering of texture which oil painting enabled was something
Leighton began to utilise outdoors early on. Alfred Lys Baldry noted that the artist ‘looked at
nature with a sculptor’s eye, and he adopted a kind of technical process which in its progressive
building up was closely akin to modelling’.!% Indeed, Leighton’s oil sketches are often highly

textural thanks to an excess of paint in certain areas and distinctly vivid brushwork.

Importantly, travelling to Italy across Europe in 1852, Leighton recorded nature not only in
sketches, but also through his emotional response to it. Central to this powerful experience was
his belief that a ‘change of scene is sometimes required to make us again aware of nature; after
such change she speaks a more eloquent language than ever’.1% His diary of the journey through
the Austrian Tyrol presents an abundance of moving testaments to the connection he felt with

the natural world. Upon one occasion he described:

one of those cool, clear, opalescent mornings, in which all nature looks as if it was
teeming with health and freshness; there was something exhilarating, too, in the
atmosphere, which very much increased my enjoyment; I looked upon familiar scenes,

but I saw them in a new light; it seemed to me as if | was reading nature in a new book.!°

Despite the appreciation for Ruskin evident from his correspondence, it seems that Leighton
arrived at the conclusion that nature is ‘the mother of art’'!! through his own experiences and
extensive travels, as well as contact with German artists and students, among whom a special
reverence for nature was widespread.'*? Thus, Modern Painters played an affirmative rather
than a galvanizing role. Indeed, upon leaving the comfort of his carriage and exploring the

Tyrolian landscape, Leighton noticed

my sharpened perception of the charms of nature, which discloses to me now a thousand

beauties that found no echo in me when | saw them last. | congratulate myself on this

107 Gombrich, Art and Illusion, 56.

108 Alfred Lys Baldry, Leighton (London: T. C. and E. C. Jack, 1908), 76.
109 Barrington, Life, 1, 95.

110 1bid., 63.

1 |bid., 70.

112 This tendency was especially prevalent in the mid-nineteenth century thanks to the Romantic legacy
of Caspar David Friedrich as well as Alexander von Humboldt’s explorations of the New World.
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reflection. If any man should be constantly penetrated with gratitude for a gift bestowed

on him, it is the artist who has realised as his share a genuine love for nature [...].113

Leighton here discovered, all by himself, that a direct encounter with the natural world changes
one’s perception of it and opens up an immensity of artistic inspiration. There is a steady
devotion to nature as the ideal source of art in Leighton’s theoretical framework, and examples
of him reiterating this belief are countless. In one of his notebooks he jotted down that ‘Art is
the utterance of our delight in the phenomena of nature’,*'* pointing to the necessary component
of a personal connection to the beauty of landscape. This everlasting sense of pleasure gained
from observing the natural world was evidently innate to Leighton from a young age. This is
clear from such of his declarations as that it is ‘impossible to imagine an artist without a genuine
love for nature’,*'® or that ‘he who knows how to hear the voice of nature has found the safest

guide, and he only is a good master who opens the mind of his pupil to that voice’.}1

What exactly Leighton meant by ‘nature’ might vary, depending on the context. Raymond
Williams has called it ‘perhaps the most complex word in the language’, and pointed to its long
and diverse history which resulted in a plethora of simultaneous meanings.'’ In some of his
writings, Leighton clearly differentiates nature as ‘the inherent force’ or ‘the material world
itself” from ‘the essential character and quality of something’ by spelling the former as

“‘Nature’.118

Such an understanding of the natural world as the material expression of a certain undisclosed
force is, for instance, the dispute on ideal beauty he held in 1852. Opposing its limitations, he
argued that ‘The leading feature in Nature is a MANIFOLD INDIVIDUALITY, AN
ENDLESS VARIETY; she is like a diamond that glances with a thousand hues [italics sic].’*°
Years later, in the Academy Address of 1887, Leighton criticised Duecento and Trecento artists

for the ‘ignorance of the facts of Nature, resulting in drawing empty as well as inaccurate; and,

113 Barrington, Life, 1, 67.

114 Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 41.

115 Barrington, Life, 1, 86.

118 1bid., 98.

117 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (Milton Park: Routledge,
2011), 184.

18 Ibid. Such use of “‘Nature’, spelled with a capital letter, is exemplified by Leighton’s aforementioned
letter of 1852 discussing Modern Painters. See also Woodring, ‘Nature and Art in the Nineteenth
Century,” 193-194.

119 Barrington, Life, 1, 70.
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we must add, a complete indifference to landscape, with which, in fact, it deals symbolically
rather than by imitation’.1?° As an antithesis, in his Address of 1893, Leighton praised early
modern German artists for ‘a closer observation of Nature’, and Holbein in particular for
‘accepting Nature without preoccupation or afterthought, but with a keen sense of all her subtle
beauties, loving her simply and for herself*.1?* This sense of affectionate kinship is also notably
found in The Elements of Drawing (1857), in which Ruskin emphasised that he ‘would rather
teach drawing that my pupils may learn to love Nature, than teach the looking at Nature that

they may learn to draw’.'??

The overarching theme of ‘nature’ of Part I is explored predominantly in relation to the diverse
locations to which Leighton travelled, often with the sole purpose of producing studies of
versatile environments. The discussion starts with the year 1853, to which primary sources point
as the beginning of Leighton’s adventures with sketching expeditions. The research questions
underlining this discourse are: in what ways did Leighton capture the manifold environments
encountered and what was the purpose of his open-air studies? Was it inextricably linked to his

grand subject pictures, or perhaps independent from immediate utility?

While Leighton remained faithful to making studies from nature until his very last days, over
the course of five decades his landscape practice did undergo some thematic and stylistic shifts.
Emilie Barrington concluded that ‘In looking through the whole collection of sketches the
development of his chief aims in art as they gradually became perfected by definite purpose
and experience is clearly traceable.”?® Establishing this development, however, is an uneasy
task due to the uncertainties regarding dating, and even attribution, of a large number the oil
sketches. Apart from travelling annually to central Italy, Leighton visited many of the locations
more than once over the span of years, which hinders ascribing particular sketches to specific
dates. The artist himself found it difficult to remember the exact timeline of his journeys, relying
mostly on ‘a sort of memoria technica’ to list his past travels if requested, associating them with

various memorable events.1?

120|_eighton, Addresses, 159.

121 1bid., 302, 306.

122 John Ruskin, The Elements of Drawing, In Three Letters to Beginners (London: Smith, Elder, and
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Moreover, Leighton’s style, colour palette and compositional focus varied depending on the
environs he depicted. For instance, his late studies of Scotland and North Africa, although from
the same period, are hardly comparable. Similarly, considering the correlation between certain
sketches and the landscape backgrounds of Leighton’s paintings is not straightforward, as his
open-air collection, constantly viewed on the walls of his studio, offered him bountiful
inspiration for years to come. Still, as much as possible, the chapters of Part | are organised
chronologically in order to assess the artist’s oeuvre in a comprehensive manner. Seeking to
provide a reliable portrayal of Leighton as a landscapist, the narrative is based on his confirmed
oil studies, around which some new propositions are woven, supported by the evidence found

in primary sources as well as by an attempted stylistic classification.
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Chapter 1

1853-1866: Recording Nature

Leighton’s oeuvre of the 1850s and 1860s is already characterised by a large diversity of
environments and atmospheres, captured in versatile compositions, colour palettes, and painting
techniques. It was clearly a period devoted to experimentations in the area of landscape art,
with the view of finding his own artistic vocabulary and focus. Central to the development of
Leighton’s landscape sketching practice was undoubtedly Italy, which he considered ‘his
second fatherland’.*?® Even prior to moving to Rome in 1852, Leighton wrote profusely about

the spell of Italian ground which never ceased to have an effect on him:

Sunny Italy! the land that I have so long yearned after with ardent longing, and has dwelt
in my memory since | last saw it as a never-fading, gentle-beckoning image of
loveliness; | am about again to tread the soil of that beloved country, the day-dream of

long years is to become a reality. | am enraptured!*?

Settling in Rome was preceded by the most recent family trip to ‘darling Italy’ in 1845. It was
enough to induce a profound connection with the Italian land in the young artist: ‘I get drunk
with the anticipation of Italy [...]. A faithful lover, I return, after six years of longing absence,
to the home of her of my inward heart.’'?" Surprisingly, upon return Leighton’s highly
romanticised visions were exceeded: ‘to find imagination surpassed by reality is rarer still; yet
it is my case now that | once more breathe the air and tread the soil of Italy.’'?8 This fascination
never ceased to provide the overriding impulse for his annual travels. As Edgcumbe Staley
noted, ‘he always on his way home passed through Italy, that he might take back new draughts
of inspiration from the Great Masters and from the Nature which environed them’.1?® Still in
1857, Leighton was writing about ‘my dear, dear old Rome, to which I am attached beyond
measure; indeed, Italy altogether has a hold on my heart that no other country can ever have

(except, of course, my own)’.130

125 Giovanni Costa, ‘Notes on Lord Leighton,” The Cornhill Magazine 2 (1897), 375.
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Contrary to the widespread tendency of dating Leighton’s landscape oil sketches post 1859,
with the assumption that his visit to Capri largely instigated this practice, evidence suggests that
some of his traced studies can be confidently dated to an earlier period. It is far more likely that
the 1850s were a trial period for the young Leighton, experimenting with different influences,
and that his trip to Capri simply facilitated the artist’s arrival at his own artistic vocabulary.
Emilie Barrington rightfully observed that ‘Living in Italy when his feelings were most
sensitive to impressions, the origin of the suggestions he imbibed is to be found in her
atmosphere, colouring, and the scenes which surrounded him when his imagination was most

free and fertile.’13?

Leighton’s especial fondness for the Eternal City and its environs, known as the Campagna of
Rome, cannot be underestimated in their importance to his landscape art. In 1856, he wrote:
‘My Italian journey afforded me in every way the greatest pleasure and edification, and | seem
now for the first time to have grasped the greatness of the Campagna.’'®? Paramount to
understanding the circumstances from which Leighton emerged as a landscape painter is the
longer tradition of international artists flocking to Rome to sketch en plein air. The classical
associations of the Campagna, and its epitome as the Italianate landscape, were solidified in the
seventeenth century by Claude Lorrain, Nicholas Poussin and Gaspard Dughet, and still pursued
by William Turner and Camille Corot in the nineteenth century. As Leighton remarked in his
Academy Address of 1891, ‘Poussin found in the large, sad silences of the Roman Campagna,
the inspiration of his grave and noble works’.}3 Already in the early 1870s, Leighton was
advising Walter Crane to sketch in an Italian location he described as the ‘valley of Poussin’, 13
which was perhaps the Tiber valley near Acqua Acetosa. Leighton himself owned eight ink
drawings by Claude, most of them views of the Grand Tour highlights around Rome, such as

Ponte Molle and Tivoli.1%

The main hub for the nineteenth-century painters in Rome was the Caffé Greco, where Leighton
first came across the presence of Giovanni Costa (1827-1903), in the form of his watercolour

belonging to the Caffe’s collection of sketches by visiting artists.*® Only three years Leighton’s
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senior, Costa was a painter politically involved with the Roman Republic, which in 1849 forced
him to flee the papal police into the countryside of Ariccia.'®’ It was perhaps this forced escape
to ‘the desolate and solitary Campagna’, with ‘vast spaces, and sweeping lines of distant purple
and amethyst-coloured hills’,*® that infused Costa’s landscape practice with patriotic poetry
and emotional expression. As he notoriously preached, ‘Nature is meaningless if it is not
interpreted with sentiment.’**® Though conscious of the classicism of Claude and Dughet,
contemporary Italian landscape art was evolving as a reaction to the revolutionary uprisings of
1848. Two distinct groups came to the fore, the Macchiaioli in Florence and the Etruscans in
Rome, the latter formed by international painters centred around Costa. An important
opportunity for such interactions was the artists’ picnic at Cervara di Roma, held annually
between 1815 and 1874,%4% where Leighton and Costa met in May 1853.14! Olivia Rossetti

Agresti reported that from this point onwards:

Leighton was in the habit of visiting Italy nearly every year, staying a few weeks to
make studies of heads and landscape backgrounds, and to refresh himself with a draught
at the great fountain-head of Italian art. These visits used generally to terminate in a
brief artistic tour of two or three days’ duration, on which Costa was his almost

invariable companion. 142

In 1853, Leighton met also George Heming Mason (1818-1872), who had been painting en
plein air with Costa since the previous year.'*® The three would continue to remain close friends
and sketch together over the years. Christopher Newall has argued that they evolved ‘a
landscape style which contradicted the principles laid down by Ruskin and which was
concerned with the space and scale of distance rather than the minute depiction of foreground,
and with the structure rather than the ornamentation of landscape.’*** Painting with Mason and

Leighton, and increasingly attracting more English artists, Costa developed a set of principles

137 Newall, The Etruscans, 70.
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for landscape art, eventually formulated as ‘La Bibbia Etrusca’.'*> Amongst the English painters
in the orbit of his influence, through exposure to the Macchiaioli group with whom Costa was
connected, Allen Staley has proposed also G. F. Watts, due to his residency in Florence in the
1840s. Staley’s further hypothesis includes Leighton as a possible intermediary of ideas about

landscape between Costa and Watts.146

Although Costa’s circle was active since the 1850s, it was around 1885 that an official
proclamation of the Etruscan School and its principles took place.'*” As the group’s
characteristics Newall has listed an ‘atmospheric tonality’, horizontal format with a panoramic
arrangement of planes, and an ‘asymmetrically arranged horizon’, often ‘close to the upper edge

of the picture space’.}*® Among the most crucial points of ‘La Bibbia Etrusca’ was that:

A picture should not be painted from nature. The study which contains the sentiment,
the divine inspiration, should be done from nature. And from this study the picture
should be painted at home, and, if necessary, supplementary studies be made

elsewhere.14°

Despite his revolutionary nature, Costa’s approach was traditional in distinguishing between an
étude, or bozzetto, and an exhibitable, full-fledged picture. Leighton’s predominant reluctance
to show his landscape sketches was perhaps motivated by this principle, as were the often
overworked and significantly processed landscape backgrounds of his paintings. Meanwhile,
his open-air work was characterised by a wholly different attitude. Indeed, Costa understood
the freshness and immediacy of Leighton’s studies, ‘in which he is directly in touch with nature,
and which he executed with the greatest simplicity, rarely requiring more than two or three

sittings for each.’*™

In light of the dominant view that Costa exerted artistic influence on Leighton’s landscape

art,’ their relationship needs a serious re-evaluation. To begin with, when Leighton and Costa
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met, they both were young artists at comparable stages of experiments with open-air sketching.
Naturally, Costa’s eventual superiority in the genre of landscape painting might be argued due
to it being his specialty, as well as the great following of English painters he soon enjoyed.
However, over the years they both evolved certain artistic formulas, both together and
independently, and it seems more appropriate to think of them as brothers in art rather than a
master and a pupil, a narrative too often presented, and which Costa’s correspondence largely
undermines.? In 1880, the Italian wrote to their common friend, George Howard (ninth Earl

of Carlisle):

I am sure that the President does not hold me in low esteem, seeing that he has bought
various works of mine, and because he loves to paint from nature the same elements as

I do, selecting them as | do, and painting them at the same time of day as I do.'*3

In addition to the shared preference for particular atmospheric effects and landscape
compositions, Leighton was the first one to ever buy a painting by Costa,*** and continued to
support him through nine more purchases over the years.® As late as in 1890, he wrote about
giving him yet another commission,™® and these relations theoretically put Leighton in the
superior position of a patron; not, in fact, a student of Costa. Indeed, the Italian had a lot of
respect for Leighton, often referring to him in a puzzlingly exalted way as ‘the Lord President’,
even though the artist was raised to peerage only shortly before his death in 1896. Costa fully
embraced Leighton’s contributions to landscape art, stating pathetically in a letter to George
Howard that ‘One must consider that after Titian, the greatest priests of Italian Nature have

been not Italian but Poussin, Claude, Turner; and a certain President also had a fair bite at it!”.1%’

The importance of the fact that Leighton met Costa at Cervara has largely escaped scholarly

attention. Leighton painted at least two views of the famous town settled atop a rocky hill [Fig.

Costa’s female nudes, which proves the opposite dynamic: Nino Costa (1826-1903): Transnational
Exchange in European Landscape Painting (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 2016), 98.

152 Their correspondence was often times humorous and playful, thus suggestive of a highly relaxed
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Costa, 250-251, 256-258.
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13], whose picturesqueness had attracted such artists as Corot. Cervara, near Rome [Fig. 14]
was likely exhibited at Suffolk Street in 1894, as the critics described ‘a straggling Italian
township built on the craggy steeps of a mountain’.**® Although the scene is brightly lit, it is set
against a dark-blue autumnal rather than summer sky. Its rather awkward composition, with the
mountain imploding within the picture space as its top nearly touches the upper edge of the
canvas, as well as its squarish format, unfit for such a vertical landscape motif, point to this

sketch as one of Leighton’s initial attempts at painting en plein air.

Although there is a possibility that the study was produced already during the notable picnic of
1853, it seems to be linked to a slightly later date of October 1856, when Leighton informed
his mother of plans to go to Rome, from which he ‘shall rush off to Cervara in the mountains
to paint’.®® A signed and dated drawing directly corresponding to the oil sketch proves the
artist’s commitment to the project of that year [Fig. 15].2%° In fact, there exists also another
drawing of Cervara, though looking up the mountain from the other side [Fig. 16]. It is a more
refined pencil study with minute detail and delicate shading, whereas the dated drawing is more
crudely executed. The latter belonged to the architect Alfred Waterhouse and it is possible that
Leighton signed the drawing for him, meanwhile kept the more laborious study for his own
records. Indeed, both are of virtually identical dimensions which suggests they come from the
same sketchpad. Both are also of rectangular formats and composed in such a way that the

mountain top is placed right below the upper edge of the picture space, just as in the oil sketch.

The next instance of Leighton’s artistic production related to the location in question was in
1859, when he declared passionately: “I must be in Rome or the neighbourhood in October; |
am going to finish my Cervara landscape on the spot”.!®! Leighton displayed a strong
determination to complete his landscape painting en plein air rather than finishing it in the
studio, thus contrary to the teachings of Costa. However, the manifesto expressed in ‘La Bibbia
Etrusca’ reflected a theoretical ideal rather than Costa’s actual methodology. In 1879, he wrote
that, after going to the Branzi Mountains, ‘I have almost completed painting from nature the

picture which I outlined the year before’.1%? This statement is highly reminiscent of Leighton’s
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own approach of returning to a particular spot, suggestive of undertaking a more serious project

than a quick oil study for his own records, or indeed leisure.

It is plausible, then, that his second visit produced the picture known simply as Cervara [Fig.
17], a depiction of the site from the same viewpoint as the previous work, although differently
arranged and enriched with a foreground staffage, highly unusual in Leighton’s later oeuvre.
The duplication of the same view, never to be repeated in his landscape work, evokes
Valenciennes’ pairs of sketches capturing the changes in light and weather observed in the same
spots.1% However, Cervara’s distinct vertical format accentuates the steepness of the rocky
slope, contrarily to the earlier study. The later work is also characterised by fine detail, and its
meticulous brushwork demonstrates a range of techniques including wet over dry paint, which
further suggests multiple sittings needed for the completion of the picture. The colour palette is
far more versatile in comparison to the burnt ochre of the earlier oil sketch, with more saturated
hues of the greyish rocks and dark-green vegetation, as well as a deeper tone of the equally
cloudless blue sky. In the lower left corner, two women dressed in long black attires and white

draperies covering their heads tread down the rocky terrain.

Importantly, Cervara belonged to Costa, who later lent it to an exhibition in Perugia, as ‘studio
dal vero® (‘a life study’).*®* It is possible, then, that Leighton presented this painting to the
Italian artist on the account of the start of their friendship at Cervara. There is no obvious trace
of either version in Christie’s catalogue of Leighton’s sale, other than perhaps lot 183 (A Village
on a Hill). It could have been purchased by Val Prinsep upon this occasion, as he was the owner

of Cervara, near Rome.%°

Neither of the Cervara pieces seemingly represents significant features in common with Costa’s
art, such as a distinctly oblong format. Still, the extremely high horizon in both, as well as the
panel support, subdued colours and the staffage of Cervara, feed into the manifesto Costa later
laid out for the Etruscans. The prominent inclusion of figures is unusual in Leighton’s open-air
work and equally points to an early date. Christopher Newall has stated that ‘His pure
landscapes never show the rustic life or picturesque events of the countryside, for there was no
emotional identification on his part with the inhabitants of the places he painted.’'®® While this

is largely true, examples like Cervara, in which the figures wear traditional costumes and are
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evidently residents of the depicted town, signal Leighton’s acknowledgement of local culture,
which could have also been a residual influence of Ruskin. The critic still emphasised in
Lectures on Landscape of 1871 that ‘The interest of a landscape consists wholly in its relation

to figures present — or to figures past — or to human powers conceived’.®’

Leighton gradually moved away from the use of staffage, as demonstrates not only his own
work but also his reception of Costa’s oeuvre. In 1886, the latter wrote about his painting The
First Smile of Morn, or The Whistler [Fig. 18]: ‘I showed it only to the Lord [sic] Leighton who
would like me to remove the little Faun [il Faunetto]’.1® While Costa refused to overpaint his
figure upon this occasion, perhaps meaningfully he did so in a similar work, The Awakening of
Nature, which he finished by 1896, when Leighton’s health began declining rapidly and the
shadow of death began to appear. Despite the earlier disagreement, Leighton’s feedback was
not unfounded. As Olivia Rossetti Agresti wrote: ‘These small figures, which one is sometimes
tempted to wish that he had not introduced, are characteristic of Costa’s landscapes [...] as a
mere appendage to nature, or rather as one of her natural products, as much a part of her as a
tree or a rock.”*%® This is equally true for every instance of Leighton’s rare and subtle landscape
staffage, in which the figures are often only vaguely suggested and their form merges with the

surrounding environment.

During the 1850s, Leighton painted not only Cervara, but also the countryside around Rome.
Peter Galassi has observed that ‘In the early nineteenth century the empirical principle of
outdoor painting, coupled with a collective zeal for every inch of classic ground, fostered a
fresh look at the Campagna.’'’® The long tradition of sketching this emblematically Italian
landscape certainly informed Leighton’s own perspective. In 1855, he wrote to his mother: ‘I
am much tickled at your comparison between the Campagna and the environs of Bath; [...] they
can never be compared, nor can they answer the same purpose’.1’* Recognising differences in
geomorphology as much as in historical associations, the young artist undertook frequent

excursions into the countryside to sketch.1’? Corot, often cited as a chief influence on Leighton’s
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landscape art, famously developed his skills whilst painting in the Campagna in the 1820s.*"

Similarly, there is no reason to assume that, despite frequent sketching expeditions into the
Roman countryside, Leighton did not produce a substantial landscape oeuvre until going to
Capri in 1859.

A plausible candidate for a painting from that period is Monte Sacro [Fig. 19], a panoramic
expanse of ‘the long unbroken lines of the Campagna’, as Leighton put it.”* Christopher Newall
has identified Leighton’s sketch as a ‘view eastwards across the valley of the River Aniene
towards Monte Sacro, close to the Via Nomentana’.}" Leighton’s painting illustrates William
Blake Richmond’s recollection of ‘the purple mist rising from the wet earth among the low
spurs of the hills, and a faint shadow [...] creeping slowly over the gentle undulations of the
mighty plain in which Rome lies’.}’® The subdued, warm glow of the scene suggests an evening
hour and thus reflects Ruskin’s assertion in the second edition of Modern Painters that ‘Perhaps
there is no more impressive scene on earth than the solitary extent of the Campagna of Rome
under evening light.”*”” A similar arrangement of a dark, sloping foreground, white-washed
buildings scattered amongst the rolling planes, and distant mountains enveloped in a hazy
atmosphere is to be found in Corot’s View of the Convent of S. Onofrio on the Janiculum, Rome
[Fig. 20]. Perhaps more than anything, the affinities between the two works stem largely from
the typological vision of the Campagna, well-established in landscape tradition.

Indeed, contrary to Corot’s own depiction of Ponte Nomentano at close range,'’® Leighton
preferred to create a record of nature and atmosphere rather than to place the focus on the
architectural motifs. Though distant, the focal point of his sketch is Monte Sacro, partially
steeped in shadow and partially sunlit. Ponte Nomentano, meanwhile, dwarfed and hidden
behind trees, is moved to the left edge of the picture space. In fact, as an early painting, Monte
Sacro betrays the influence of Costa in the carefully balanced composition and refined detail,
suggesting a more laborious approach than Corot’s hastily rendered sketches. It demonstrates

that, as per Costa’s recommendation, he ‘observed the broad planes of the landscape and
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abstracted from them the sweeping lines which bind the elements of a view together’.1’® This
becomes evident also in comparison with Costa’s own view of the Campagna of 1854 [Fig. 21].
The two artists similarly achieved the effect of coulisses through the colour differentiation of
receding planes, and both divided their compositions roughly in half, unlike Corot whose

sweeping clouded sky occupies the majority of the picture space.

In addition to Leighton’s new exposure to landscape art through meeting Costa, his reception
of the Campagna had most likely been programmed by Becker, whose view of Taunus, although
in German Hesse, is quintessentially an Italianate — hence Campagnan — landscape [Fig. 22].
Becker’s rolling green plains are concluded by a vague mountainous outline on the horizon,
and the entire scene is bathed in warm, gentle sunlight reflected from the white clouds. Just as
Corot, Becker used a squarish rather than an oblong format for this panoramic view, with the

expanse of sky of no lesser importance than the landscape itself.

Of especial significance is the summer of 1855, when Leighton came into contact with a large
number of important figures. The artist met Ruskin as well as G. F. Watts,*®° and moved to
Paris where he actively interacted with the landscape painters associated with the Barbizon
School. This three-year Parisian period was a turning point in shaping Leighton’s open-air
oeuvre, which can be seen as ‘a product of transnational exchange’, including not only the
Italian Costa but also the French painters Corot, Constantin Troyon, Charles Daubigny and
Alexandre-Gabriel Decamps.!8! Although it is not confirmed whether Leighton made Corot’s
acquaintance already in the 1850s, there is no doubt that the contact with contemporary French

landscape art infused his work with a ‘new freshness of colour and atmosphere’.182

Still, while Leoné¢e and Richard Ormond see Leighton’s landscapes as belonging ‘to the
progressive tradition of French naturalism’, and as having little in common with either
‘conventional English landscapes’ or ‘the obsessively microscopic vision of the Pre-
Raphaelites’,*8 it is noteworthy that producing plein air oil sketches in Italy was a common
custom even for such Parisian Academicians as Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres.!8* Indeed,

although Leighton’s approach to landscape painting around 1855 appears more relaxed and his
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technique more fluid, his indebtment to vanguard French artists tends to be overestimated.
Becker’s example proves the practice of open-air sketching as pan-European, and demonstrates
that Italianate landscape could be superimposed on native environments. Furthermore, a strong
advocate of local British landscape who never went to Italy was John Constable, whose
Landscape Study: Hampstead Looking West [Fig. 23] shares formal affinities with Leighton’s
similarly squarish Aynhoe Park [Fig. 24] in overall composition, as well as such details as red
poppies scattered in the grass. Notable are the similarly elevated viewpoints, clumps of dense
trees in the middle ground, and the soft line of horizon in the distance. In place of Constable’s
clusters of dark frayed clouds Leighton placed a leafy branch overhanging the scene from the
upper canvas edge. In fact, the stylistic affinity between these two English artists was at times
so powerful that Leighton’s Landscape with a Boat was apparently sold as a work by Constable
at Christie’s sale of 1896.18

Indeed, Leighton’s particular reception of progressive French landscape art can be attributed to
his admiration for Constable. Leighton notably ‘expressed the opinion that the simple little
canvas of the “Haywain” revolutionised the French school of painting’,'8 and himself owned
an oil study for the picture of 1821.18" Similarly, Costa argued that ‘landscape is essentially an
English art imported into France and Italy’.!®® Thus, Leighton recognised the primary
importance of his fellow countryman in the development of landscape art and its influence even
on the Barbizon painters, who have been largely viewed as the true precursors of the
Impressionists later in the century. Regardless of whether the impact of works by Corot, or
those by Constable was the one dominant on Leighton, the two great artists certainly shared an
equal passion for landscape sketching. As Peter Galassi has observed, ‘neither rejected the

studio for the field’, and instead generated a new dialogue between the two.8®

Aynhoe Park must have been produced between 1856 and 1857, when Leighton was painting
the portrait of its owner, William Cornwallis Cartwright.'®® After meeting him in the early

1850s, already in 1857 Leighton wrote of him as ‘a man whose house is a second home to
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me’.% It is highly probable that Aynhoe Park was produced around that time as a token of
friendship with Cartwright. Leighton seems to have had a habit of gifting his hosts with sketches
of their properties, as was the case with his stays with Adelaide Sartoris in Westbury, and later
with Samuel Pepys Cockerell in Bamburgh. Indeed, there seem to be no grounds for dating the
sketch to the 1860s, which has been done by previous scholarship, and which emphatically
demonstrates the unease with which Leighton’s landscape art is considered outside the context
of his interactions in Paris and their culmination in the Capri series of 1859. Moreover,
Cartwright’s art collection included paintings by Costa, Mason and William Blake

192

Richmond,*“ which emphatically posits Leighton’s landscape ocuvre in this close-knit circle

of artists.

Leighton’s desire to venture south whilst he was still based in Rome is symptomatic of the
extent to which he was receptive of trends and traditions in landscape art already in his youth.
As he wrote upon moving to Paris in 1855: ‘I had indeed contemplated before leaving Italy,
making a trip to Naples, Capri, Oschia [sic], Amalfi, and all the spots about which artists
rave.’1% Although Capri was clearly starting to appear on the artistic map at that time, a colony
of English artists on the island did not begin forming until the late 1860s and 1870s,** which
suggests that Leighton was at the forefront of this movement.

Capri’s importance to the formation of Leighton’s landscape art is evident. He arrived on the
island in May 1859 and stayed there for five weeks. As he reported in a letter to Steinle: “You
would hardly believe, dear Friend, how this wonderful island delighted me. |1 made vigorous
use of my visit and executed a fairly large number of conscientious studies.’**® Leighton’s visit
resulted in a sudden outburst of oil sketches of a puzzling intensity and consistency,*® as it was
seemingly preceded mainly by pencil drawings and only occasional oils and watercolours. The
issue to be addressed, however, is the fact that Leighton returned to Capri upon at least three
occasions. The current dating of every traced oil sketch of Capri to 1859 is therefore potentially

problematic. Moreover, despite the overwhelming tendency to attribute Leighton’s awakening

191 Barrington, Life, 1, 307.

192 Newall, ‘Aynhoe Park,” 158

193 Barrington, Life, I, 172.

19 Newall, ‘English Painting and Italy,” 98. A notable instance of Leighton’s influence are perhaps the
oil sketches of Capri produced by John Singer Sargent in 1878. See also George Field, ‘Painting
Apragopolis: Foreign Painters on Capri: 1826-1890° (PhD thesis, University of York, 2020).

195 Barrington, Life, 11, 50.

19 According to Christie’s catalogue, Leighton produced at least sixteen oil sketches in Capri.
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as a landscape painter to the Italian island, I am proposing that Leighton had been experimenting
with styles, formats and compositions already before coming to Capri, and that on the island he
simply found his own artistic language. The visit galvanised especially his sensibility to light
effects, such as the sunlit surface of water, white-on-white juxtapositions, and the atmospheres

engulfing distant panoramas.

Leighton sought out the dazzling sunshine and luminosity permeating the entire Capri landscape
as much as ‘the labyrinthine complexities of the architecture’ and the elaborate patterns of
stairways, narrow alleyways, terraces and roofs.*®” Indeed, the Capri sketches present a range
of themes and compositions that Leighton explored: architectural motifs, rocks studies and
distant vistas. Throughout the series, he often employed a foreground shadow, a formula used
also by the Pre-Raphaelites to suggest a passing cloud,®® and chose scenes brightly backlit.
Leonée and Richard Ormond have observed that, while the act of oil sketching from nature was
not revolutionary in Leighton’s oeuvre, it was the island’s range of motifs that offered new
effects and compositions, which the artist depicted with ‘the tonal and pictorial values of
contemporary French landscape painting.’®® Leighton’s recent contact with the Barbizon
painters is perhaps detected also in his heightened sensitivity to the ways in which the same
scenes change depending on the time of day. Indeed, the predominant focus of the Capri series
was solar and often encompassed the — typical for this island environment — interaction of the

three elements: land, water, and air.

In his panoramic sketch for Capri-Sunrise [Fig. 25], by indicating the exact time of day
depicted, Leighton stressed the pertinence of light to the changing effects on the island. The
artist ensured to highlight Capri’s characteristic topography of the white-washed houses dotted
amidst the sand-coloured buildings and rocky promontories towering over the brilliant sea.
Despite capitalising on this highly pictorial effect, he accurately portrayed the village of Capri
with the central dome of Santo Stefano’s church, serpentine fortifications, and the imposing
massive of Monte Solaro. On the horizon, emerges the silhouette of Italian mainland engulfed
in a haze of vapour, while the expanse of the clear blue sky is tinted with residual pink and

purple hues. Leighton’s cubic perception of landscape, from the buildings scattered across the

197 Christopher Newall, ‘Four Views of Capri, 1859, in Philippa Martin, et al., A Victorian Master:
Drawings by Frederic, Lord Leighton (London: The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, 2007),
41.

198 Alison Smith, ‘““The Enfranchised Eye”,” in Pre-Raphaelite Vision: Truth to Nature, ed. Allen Staley
and Christopher Newall (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), 17.

199 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 43.
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valley to the rocky cliff on the left, anticipates the work of Paul Cézanne. This vividly geometric
construction of forms was lost in the translation into a studio painting of the same view [Fig.
26]. Capri-Sunrise, shown at the Royal Academy in 1860, as well as Garden of an Inn, Capri,
exhibited in 1861,2% represent rare examples of Leighton’s reworking of oil sketches directly
into full-blown pictures. Despite favourable reviews, the artist virtually abandoned the practice
of exhibiting pure landscape paintings afterwards, only repeating it in 1874 and 189220
perhaps due to his realisation of the loss of qualities upon transferring a rapid sketch into a

refined studio picture.

While on the island, Leighton stayed at Pagano’s Hotel, popular with artists and with a garden
housing the famous palm tree which is vaguely discernible also on the right in Capri—Sunrise.
The characteristic triad of Santo Stefano, Pagano’s Hotel, and its palm features in a study likely
listed by Christie’s in 1896 as The Cathedral, Capri [Fig. 27].2°2 Though a faithful rendering
of each element, Leighton clearly foreshortened and slightly altered the actual spatial
arrangement to condense the landmarks into a pyramidal composition and to extract them from
the surrounding buildings [Fig. 28]. The view is drenched in a pink hue of the setting sun, which
casts lengthening shadows indicative of an approaching evening, which is confirmed by
Edgcumbe Staley’s reference to the painting as Capri-Sunset.?% It also prominently features

the three characteristic colours of Capri: green, yellow, and white.

An architectural view of Capri at nightfall follows as part of Leighton’s observations of
different times of day on the island. The striking rooftop composition of Buildings, Capri:
Moonlight [Fig. 29] again includes the island’s key landmarks — the dome of Santo Stefano on
the right and the outline of Monte Solaro in the distance. Although not a connection previously
made, it is highly probable that this oil sketch was listed by Christie’s under lot 78, as a study
for Clytemnestra of 1874 [Fig. 30]. In addition to the Mycenaean Lion Gate Leighton had likely
seen during a voyage to Greece in 1867,2%4 in Clytemnestra he processed the nocturnal scene of

20 Edgcumbe Staley referred to them as Capri-Sunrise and Capri-Sunset (Pagano’s), suggesting a
time-honoured dialogue: Lord Leighton, 59.

201 \With Moorish Garden: A Dream of Granada and Clytie.

202 ot 237. This is confirmed by the dimensions and description of the oil sketch Cathedral, Capri
shown at the Royal Academy in 1897: Exhibition of works by the late Lord Leighton, no. 106. The
current title of Capuchin Church, Capri, seems to be an error, as Santo Stefano, which was the island’s
cathedral, was not associated with the mendicant order.

203 See note 200.

204 Robyn Asleson, ‘On Translating Homer: Prehistory and Limits of Classicism,” in Antiquity,
Renaissance, Modernity, 73. Heinrich Schliemann’s excavations at Mycenae began shortly after
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the oil sketch, with distinctly cubic architectural forms, here crenelated, as well as the
mountainous background. This Capri connection of the painting indicates Leighton’s
resourcefulness in piecing together a collage of views and motifs to create an ideal setting, not
bound by the restrictions of historical accuracy. The still-standing Lion Gate needed the context
of its non-preserved fortress, and Leighton’s imagination skilfully modelled an ancient Greek
settlement on the cubic topography of Capri. The almost monochromatic tonality of the
nocturnal sketch, which adds an appropriate atmosphere to Clytemnestra, is emblazed by the
occasional white accents of the houses and a single brightly lit window of the central tower.
The tonally unified scene is further enlivened by the dynamically cropped composition and a

lowered viewpoint.

After returning from Capri, where he fully unleashed his landscapist potential, Leighton
ventured in the opposite direction, up to Scotland. He was evidently impatient to traverse a wide
range of environs in order to produce versatile oil studies. Unfortunately, adverse weather
conditions prevented him from producing studies in the Highlands. As he reported:

I painted nothing and bring home an empty portfolio [...], but I have studied a great deal
with my eyes and memory, and come home a better landscape painter that | went. On
my road home, at Dunkeld, where I lingered a day (exquisite spot), | jotted down in oils
two reminiscences observed at Kinrara with which | am rather well pleased — one is a
stormy Scandinavian bit of cloud and hill, the other a hot sunny expanse of golden corn
and purple heather, which looks for all the world like a bit of Italy. Mind, they are the
merest little sketches, but accurate in the impression of the effect.?%

These powerful statements confirm the year 1859 as an important milestone in Leighton’s
artistic development. The two paintings he mentioned remain untraced, however it is essential
to note his usage of the term ‘impression” with regard to hastily rendered studies of momentary
atmospheric conditions, which precedes the more internationally widespread terminology, and

thus demonstrates Leighton’s receptiveness to progressive French art.2%® According to

Leighton exhibited Clytemnestra, in 1876, and the following year he gave a lecture on his findings in
London, at which the artist was among the audience: ‘The Discoveries at Mycenae,” Morning Post, no.
32678 (23 March 1877), 3.

205 Barrington, Life, 11, 49.

206 Elizabeth Prettejohn, ‘Painting Indoors: Leighton and His Studio,” Apollo 143, no. 408 (1996), 17.
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Christopher Newall, ‘This places him in the vanguard of consciousness of aesthetic precepts,

ahead of almost all his British contemporaries.’2%’

An increasing tendency to perceive landscape in terms of patches of colour rather than
constricted outlines of shapes displays Leighton’s On the Coast, Isle of Wight [Fig. 31], painted
likely in 1860 during his tour of the south of England. The view has been identified as depicting
the island’s coastline from Ventnor, looking westwards toward Woody Head in the Saint
Lawrence area, and encompassing the red roof of the Chalet Hotel.?%® As in Capri, Leighton’s
interest is still in coastal environments and their three distinct elements coming together. The
scene is viewed through the foreground shrubbery, behind which unfolds the rugged coastline,
overlooked by cliffs glistening in the last sunrays. The sky above the horizon is infused with
deep purple hues, gradually becoming more reddish in the upper spheres. The composition and
squarish format are close to Costa’s oil sketch of Portofino, produced likely around 1858 [Fig.
32]. Unlike in the painstakingly refined studio landscapes, in this clearly open-air study Costa
truly revealed his skill at capturing a momentary observation with swift, schematic
brushstrokes. His view, void of any foreground, is in essence a symphony of the blue expanses

of the sea and the sky, divided by rocky landforms on the horizon.

The next memorable instance involving Costa was in 1863, when he, Leighton and Mason

reunited in England. As S. P. Cockerell recollected of that year:

When George Mason first returned to England from Italy, where he had painted his first
pictures, and looked at the English landscape in his own beautiful county of Derbyshire,
he said there was nothing in it to paint. It was Leighton who showed him what to do. He
went down to Derbyshire, and in his presence and that of Signor Costa, who was with
Mason, he drew in a book, which is now in the possession of Lord Carlisle, numerous
small sketches for pictures. The visit decided Mason’s career. The best pictures of one
of the most delightful artists England has yet brought forth would never have been

painted but for Leighton’s appreciation of his native scenery. Yet he himself, intensely

207 Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 47.
208 <On the Coast, Isle of Wight,” National Gallery, accessed 15 May 2019,
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/frederic-lord-leighton-on-the-coast-isle-of-wight.
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English and aggressively patriotic as he was, never cared to paint that cardinal fact of

our climate in virtue of which English landscape is the loveliest in the world.?%

Cockerell’s account was confirmed by Costa, who similarly claimed that Mason ‘did not see
all this beauty because his eyes were blinded by the sun of Italy. [...] But the light came to him
from Frederick [sic] Leighton, who went to him in his solitude (1863), took him with him, and
showed him the exquisite beauties of the “Black Country”.’?® That year, Leighton
commissioned from Mason The Wind on the Wold (Tate, London), an attempt to restart the
artist’s career in England, and continued to support him through further purchases over the next
years. Yet, as Cockerell pointed out, despite opening up Mason’s eyes to the beauty of his native
landscape, Leighton himself remained primarily devoted to painting Mediterranean rather than
northern scenes. The latter’s dark gloom still appeared far less attractive than the radiant

atmosphere and brilliant effects of sunlight in the south.

Later that same year, Costa travelled to Paris with Mason, and stayed with Corot in Barbizon.?'!
It seems that it was upon this occasion that Leighton finally made Corot’s personal
acquaintance,?!? despite having sketched in the forest of Fontainebleau already in 1855.213
Leighton likely met Corot through Costa, whom the French artist warmly welcomed already in
1862. Arnika Schmidt has pointed out, however, that, rather than revolutionising Costa’s
landscape art, Corot’s oeuvre only reaffirmed the Italian artist to continue upon the path he had
already chosen.?** Richmond’s statement confirms this assumption: ‘Perhaps he had been
influenced by Corot, perhaps by Millet; if it were so, Costa remained Costa.’?!® Leighton’s own

explicit admiration for Corot is traceable no earlier than to the 1860s, and thus it seems that he

209 Samuel Pepys Cockerell, ‘Lord Leighton’s Drawings,” Nineteenth Century: A Monthly Review 40,
no. 237 (November 1896), 810.

210 Costa, ‘Notes on Lord Leighton,” 377.

211 Pieri, ‘Giovanni Costa and George Howard,” 293.

212 Christopher Newall points out Agresti’s error in claiming that Costa met Corot already at Ariccia in
the 1850s. He also suggests that Leighton could have met Corot through Costa already in 1862, as the
latter exhibited at the Salon and stayed with Corot at Fontainebleau, although there seem to be no records
of Leighton in Paris that year: Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,’ 45, 54.

213 As proved by a drawing of beech trees, dated and inscribed ‘Fontainebleau’, no. 761-1896, Victoria
and Albert Museum, London: ‘Study of Beech Trees,” Lord Leighton’s Drawings, accessed 15 June
2020, https://mwww.rbke.gov.uk/lordleightonsdrawings/ldcollection/drawingrecord.asp?workid=690.
214 Schmidt, Nino Costa, 53.

215 A, M. W. Stirling, The Richmond Papers (London: William Heinemann, 1926), 207.
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perceived the genius of the French painter largely through the eyes of his most important

adviser, Costa.

In 1865, at the sale of Alexandre Gabriel Decamps’ estate in Paris, Leighton purchased Corot’s
series The Four Times of Day,?!® which he hung in the drawing room of his newly built studio
house in Holland Park. According to a critic in 1896, Morning, Noon, Evening and Night ‘show
the method and sentiment of Corot better, perhaps, than almost any other examples that could
be found. [...] when he bought foreign pictures Leighton proved himself quite above any
consideration for false finish and for the petty assemblage of mediocre qualities which has been
too often the preoccupation of English painters.’?” Indeed, Leighton’s contemporaries
recognised ‘Lord Leighton’s reputation as a connoisseur, as a man of wide and liberal taste, and
as an enlightened patron of art. Long before the taste for French art set in he was a purchaser of
it, and several times managed to secure specimens of painters at their very best.”?*8 Leighton
displayed a remarkably early reception of the latest achievements in French art, considering
that the London art world was not familiar with Corot’s work until his show at the Royal

Academy in 1869.

Leighton’s contact with the Barbizon School, instigated in Paris, continued in London. When
Daubigny first visited in 1865, he courteously sent him painting materials.?*® He also owned
two paintings by this French artist,?2° which complemented his collection of the Barbizon circle.
Moreover, precisely a decade after the purchase of 1865, it was noted that ‘Corot told him how
he used “pretty freely” the French transparent yellow known as the Lacque de Gaude, and Mr.
Leighton himself employed it some years ago’.??! Yet, despite the recorded technical influence
of Corot, stylistically the Four Times of Day series did not have an obvious effect on Leighton’s
own landscape oeuvre. Corot’s impact can be seen more generally in the ‘limpid quality’ of
light,2%2 as well as great selective powers of conveying a dominant idea, the main focus of each
scene. Having had studied under Achille Etna Michallon and Jean-Victor Bertin, pupils of

216 Morning, Noon, Evening, and Night (c. 1858), National Gallery, London.

217 ‘Lord Leighton’s Pictures,’ 7.

218 bid.

219 Sally Woodcock, ‘Leighton and Roberson: An Artist and His Colourman,” The Burlington Magazine
138, no. 1121 (1996), 528.

220 Christie’s lots 310 and 311: A River Scene: Moonrise and A Landscape, with cottages.

221 Philip Gilbert Hamerton, ‘Technical Notes on Lord Leighton,” Portfolio (1875), 32.

222 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 35.
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Valenciennes, Corot certainly carried forward his cornerstone teachings about creating faithful

records of nature in oils.

While Corot’s paintings of the Fontainebleau Forest present few affinities with Leighton’s
landscape art, the oil sketches he produced in Italy are a clearer reference. Leighton certainly
had some opportunities to view them already in the 1850s, however it was 1866, following his
visit to Paris concluded in the notable Corot purchase, that seems to have been a culmination
of this French influence. In the summer, Leighton ended up traveling to Spain as a result of the
cholera outbreak which hindered his planned voyage to Turkey.??® Despite the unplanned
diversion of his itinerary, Spain greatly developed Leighton’s artistic sensibilities, which
resulted in a series of oil sketches unmatched in number by his landscape production since the
Capri works. This first trip inspired the artist’s several returns to the country, including one for
the preparation for the dedicated Academy Address of 1889.22* Overall, Leighton’s traced
Spanish sketches present a stylistic and compositional uniformity, with the dominance of distant
vistas and a green-and-yellow colour palette, indeed somewhat indicative of Corot. The artist
painted many of the studies from elevated vantage points, high up in the mountains, which

demonstrates his determination to access the specifically desired views.

A study of Sierra de Ronda — Puerta de los Viento [Fig. 33] is one of the examples which can
be most confidently dated to 1866,%?° as it appears to have been processed in the background of
Knucklebones exhibited the following year [Fig. 34], a connection which has not been proposed
by scholarship thus far.2% In the painting, Leighton cropped out the foreground settlement seen
in the sketch, but utilised the distinct form and colour of the distant mountain. The topography
and atmosphere of sunlit Spain served well as a basis for a Hellenistic theme. Although an
identifiable location near Ronda, the study in question synthesises the accurately observed
Spanish landscape with Corot’s perception of the Roman Campagna. Indeed, the characteristic
arrangement of the landscape elements, from the similarly distributed plantations of trees to the
double split of the mountain chain, as well as the colour scheme and paint handling, are

strikingly reminiscent of Corot’s view of Olevano [Fig. 35].

223 Barrington, Life, 11, 128.

224 See also the latest research on Leighton’s Spanish travels by Véronique Gerard Powell, ‘Los Viajes
Por Espafia de Frederic Leighton,” 573-604.

225 See also ibid., 589-592.

226 Scholars have overlooked the fact that Leighton’s Spanish landscapes seem to have informed also
the background of his Captive Andromache (c. 1888).
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Another sketch Leighton painted in Spain, A Spanish View [Fig. 36], which depicts the church
of Santa Maria de la Alhambra in Granada and the Sierra Nevada mountains,??” similarly
parallels two of Corot’s Italian landscapes. In his View of Marino [Fig. 37], Corot had
analogously captured the heavy cubic forms of a Romanesque church with a single tower,
nearly blended with the vast expanse of a green hilly landscape. Meanwhile, the subdued
shadows cast on the distant mountain by clouds passing overhead in Leighton’s sketch evoke
Corot’s Le Monte Soracte [Fig. 38]. In addition to these particular examples, A Spanish View
demonstrates the influence of Corot’s Italian work more broadly, in what Christopher Newall

has identified as Leighton’s

fondness for overall effects of light that are sufficiently subdued for the points of direct
sunlight to show strongly, or on other occasions the use of irradiating light from a low
source so that certain elements are brightly lit and others left in shadow. Equally, in the
handling of the paint, Leighton follows the example of Corot in avoiding flecked or

stabbed strokes in favour of more densely treated patterns of opaque colour [...].2%8

In the autumn of 1866, Leighton was back in Rome and upon this occasion introduced William
Blake Richmond to Costa. The three set out on sketching expeditions into the Campagna, where
‘They would select the fleeting moment of the gloaming when the landscape is swept by an
evening light of visionary intensity’.??® Richmond’s recollection of that expedition sheds some

light on Leighton’s plein air sketching practice:

One day | remember especially Leighton, Costa, and | went out, or, rather | met them,
at Porta Nomentana. We all began to work. Leighton and | were swift, and we had
already made an impression when Costa came and looked at our work. ‘Yes,’ he said;
‘that is admirable, but it is only for once.’ [ went to see what he had done. He had drawn
every contour with care, he had studied every plane, and he had painted in only his
values. How far Leighton carried his sketch I know not; | only know that mine hangs

now from the walls, an impression, Costa’s became a picture.?*°

Richmond’s use of the term ‘impression’ is undoubtedly linked to French Impressionism, and

reminiscent of Leighton’s earlier description of oil sketches as impressions ‘of the effect’. At

221 Gerard Powell, ‘Los Viajes Por Espafia de Frederic Leighton,” 586-587.
228 Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 44.

229 Reynolds, William Blake Richmond, 43.

230 Agresti, Giovanni Costa, 131.
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this stage, descendance from French painting more broadly is increasingly apparent in
Leighton’s landscape sketches, in which he operates with colour stains and visible brushwork

rather than fine detail and contour of his initial German inheritance.

Richmond later also recalled ‘the burning sun of the shade-lacking Campagna’,?3! which
Leighton dexterously captured in An Outcrop in the Campagna [Fig. 39]. The sketch possibly
pictures the Alban Hills which Costa had painted before, showing the results of those earlier
trips to the newly met Richmond.?*? The study depicts a grassy slope with exposed rock,
diagonally positioned within the frame against the backdrop of a clear blue sky. Leighton’s
palette includes luminous tones of green and yellow, with a few splashes of dark green for
shrubs accentuating the elevated line of horizon. While the sky is painted thinly, revealing the
underneath canvas, the hillside emerges with freely applied brushstrokes and varying amounts
of paint, adding to the impression of dimensionality of this natural formation. In the lower left
corner, exposed yellow rock glistens in the sun, above which hovers a smaller one, rendered in
an ‘emphatic daub of pure white’.?3 Both are painted with thick white and yellow impasto
which stands out in a way that suggests it was added on top of already dry paint. Although this
appears to be Leighton’s most dramatic use of such daubs of pure colour, he frequently
employed them in a more subtle manner in order to draw the viewer’s attention into the

paintings, and to invoke bright sunlight being reflected from stone.

No precedence has been proposed for this dynamic sketch of a selected fragment of landscape,
although it could have derived from Corot’s studies of outcrops at Fontainebleau [Fig. 40].
Leighton’s view repeats the emphatically diagonal composition of a hillside with exposed
rocks, and the role of light is of no lesser importance. However, whereas Corot divided the
scene into two planes, the shaded foreground and the lit middle plane with the point of transition
marked by a tall tree, Leighton magnified an entirely sunlit fragment of landscape and omitted
any vertical signposts from the scene, creating a more flowing effect than Corot.

It appears that throughout the 1860s, Leighton was constantly experimenting with open-air art,
displaying increasing interest in sloping elements in landscape. His Trees in Cliveden [Fig. 41]
depicts a prominent bare tree on a steep hillside, and its exceptionally soft brushwork adds to a

sense of fluidity and undulation. A woman seated amongst its branches, dwarfed in scale by the

231 William Blake Richmond, Assisi: Impressions of Half a Century (London: Macmillan, 1919), 66.
232 Simon Reynolds, ‘William Blake Richmond in Italy,” Apollo 136, no. 367 (1992), 162.
23 Riopelle, ‘An Outcrop in the Campagna,” in Riopelle and Bray, A Brush with Nature, 136.
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remarkably sized trunk, is thus visually merged with it. The only distinction of her form is her
black-and-red attire, which provides a colour accent enlivening the otherwise brownish palette.
This appears to be a dark, autumnal scene, further deprived of light by the dense foliage of the

neighbouring trees.

Leighton could have been at Cliveden in 1860, when he visited the nearby Windsor and
Panshanger, and painted on the Isle of Wight. On the other hand, the oil sketch seems to
correspond with a pencil drawing from the artist’s sketchbook containing Greek landscapes and
compositions for Helios and Rhodes, and thus likely produced around 1867 [Fig. 42].2%
Although the depicted tree is evidently a different one, it could have been drawn at the same
place, given the distinct appearance of the landscape. Leighton’s sketchbooks, however, are
usually problematic to date with certainty, as he sometimes returned and added to earlier ones.
Regardless of the precise dating, it seems highly plausible that his interest in the motif of bare
trees with expressively twisted branches virtually sliding down steep slopes was heightened in
the 1860s.2%

The above survey of Leighton’s oil sketches from the early 1850s up until mid-1860s
demonstrates the pivotal role of German and Italian landscape painters in shaping his ideas
about landscape practice. Still, it is evident, through the wide variety of environments and
atmospheric conditions which he recorded with the application of versatile compositions and
techniques, that a direct experience of nature was the central component of his art. It is also
clear that at least some of Leighton’s journeys were motivated primarily by the desire to produce
open-air studies. Despite occasional depictions of his native England as well as Scotland, the
artist was still predominantly committed to the Italian landscape, although from the late 1860s
he became more and more eager to explore new climes, initially remaining in the Mediterranean
perimeter, though gradually opening up to the beauty of northern environs. How did these new
types of environments, in varying degrees different from the ‘classical ground’ and suffused
light of Italy, impinge on the development of Leighton’s landscape sketching practice? The next

two chapters, concerned with the artist’s mature and late years, will provide evidence for his

234 06/1780, Royal Academy, London.

285 A drawing of a comparable composition is also to be found in Leighton’s sketchbook held at Harvard
Art Museums (1946.35.1-62), which, despite its current dating to the early 1870s, contains scenes and
motifs Leighton painted throughout the 1860s, including what appears to be a mountainous view on the
Nile.
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sensibility towards both the versatile types of nature encountered, and the newly emerging

trends in landscape art.
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Chapter 2

1867-1879: Light and Landscape

Leighton’s Spanish and Italian journeys of 1866 were largely inland and thus focused on the
geomorphology of vast valleys and mountain chains. In 1867, he was finally able to undertake
the postponed voyage, travelling through Vienna and Varna to Constantinople, Bursa, and
Izmir, and likely from there sailing across the Aegean Sea to Rhodes, Chios, and Athens.?3®
Most of the traced oil sketches from that journey were painted at Rhodes, about which Leighton

complained that:

The weather, which was very beautiful at the beginning — indeed during the greater part
of my stay in the Island — was not faithful to me to the end; it broke up a few days before
my departure, and, to my very great regret, prevented my painting certain studies which
| was very anxious to take home: on the other hand, | had opportunities of studying
effects of a different nature, so that I can hardly call myself much the loser as far as my

work in Rhodes was concerned.23’

Varying weather conditions allowed Leighton to study the ways in which changing light defined
coastal views and seascapes. This persistent preoccupation with the natural effects was recorded
by the artist himself, who admitted that ‘I have painted no figures [...], time only sufficed for
my landscape studies’.?®® As in Capri, he produced a series of oil sketches, with a range of
themes and compositions: architectural studies, panoramic seascapes with distant mountain

ranges, and bay views.

Sweeping coastal scenes were more suited for some of Costa’s artistic guidelines than the
scorched mountainous landscape of Spain. Leighton’s most panoramic study, The Mountains

of Asia Minor, from Rhodes [Fig. 43],%%° with its dramatically elongated format underscores the

2% Barrington, Life, 11, 128.

27 1bid., 129-130

238 pid., 131.

239 Leighton’s persistent use of the term ‘Asia Minor’ in the titles of his coastal views was likely an
emphasis on the region’s historical name rather than, for instance, the more Romantic connotations of
the broadly understood ‘Levant’, used by Charles Thomas Newton in Travels and Discoveries in the
Levant (London: Day and Son, 1865) aimed at a broader audience. In the titles of the oil sketches
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flatness of the foreground shore, the thin sapphire strip of the sea, and the undulating outline of
the distant mountain chains. The white-washed walls of the buildings in the lower right corner
guide the eye towards the centre of the scene, marked by a windmill. The subdued light and a
pastel colour palette dominated by light blues and purples are characteristic of most of
Leighton’s coastal panoramas from that trip. Richmond observed that Leighton’s ‘technique
was exactly in sympathy with the pellucid atmosphere of Greece, and the refined and crisp
forms of her landscape’.?® Christopher Newall has noted that these atmospheric conditions
indeed made a significant impact on Leighton, whose ‘purple and mauve horizons are set

against azure skies and rise above cerulean seas’.?*!

Although Costa’s particular preference for a strikingly oblong format is certainly of importance,
it is hardly a surprising choice for panoramic vistas. In fact, Leighton’s coastal oils seem to
reference those of Watts, with whom he was close friends since 1855. In the winter of 1856,
Watts set out on an expedition with the archaeologist Charles Thomas Newton, who was
excavating the ancient city of Halicarnassus in Turkey.?*? Watts’s view of Bodrum established
a typology of a Turkish coastal scene, with a wide foreground swathe of the calm sea, a rugged
outline of the mountainous coast on the horizon, and an expanse of the sky above, spotted with
flecked clouds [Fig. 44]. Leighton followed it almost identically in such works as Coast of Asia
Minor Seen from Rhodes [Fig. 45]. The pale-orange sky and dark tonal transitions of Watts’s
landscape suggest evening, whereas Leighton painted during the day, when the vaporous haze
rendered the view in pastel hues. Both studies represent the type of panoramic landscape which
Arnold Berleant has classified as based on a sense of separation between the viewer and the
observed scene, whose awesome distance induces contemplative gazing.2*® The unifying light
conditions, void of any dramatic contrasts, further prompts a meditative state thanks to the
scene’s calmness and serenity. Just as Costa, Watts painted open-air studies, yet was of a similar
belief that:

to render nature truly — that is, to give her inward beauty — one must make careful studies

first, either in pencil or monochrome, looking much and well at nature, and then coming

exhibited at the Royal Society of British Artists in 1895 Leighton himself frequently used the term
‘Caramania’ to describe the Mediterranean coast of Anatolia.

240 Quoted in Richard Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1980), 307.

241 Newall, The Art of Lord Leighton, 72.

242 Allen Staley, ‘Bodrum,’ in Staley and Underwood, Painting the Cosmos, 33.

243 Arnold Berleant, Art and Engagement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 63.
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away and trying to paint the impression left on the mind. For this reason I consider that
the backgrounds in some of Millais’s pictures have far excelled the landscapes he

painted directly from nature.?*

Leighton’s proud display of the oil sketches in his studio, as well as their increasing public
appearances in his later years, suggest that he thought of them otherwise. However, while he
certainly appreciated the value they represented in themselves, he simultaneously recognised
their potential utility for his subject pictures. Indeed, his Coast of Asia Minor Seen from Rhodes
exemplifies the abundance of background motifs his coastal studies provided for his figurative

paintings.?*°

The mountainous coastline was likely incorporated in the landscape setting of one of Leighton’s
last pictures, Perseus on Pegasus [Fig. 46], despite F. G. Stephens’s description that ‘In the
distance and beyond the sea are the peaks and multiform valleys of Palestine’. The critic was
right, however, to note ‘the lofty points of the cliffs of Joppa, as Pliny had it, whose summits
occupy the foreground of the picture’.?*® The harbour of Jaffa in Israel was famous for ‘the
cruel red rocks, with their tooth-like edges’,?*’ and one of these formations is known as the
Andromeda Rock, a setting perfectly suited for the depiction of the heroine’s rescue. Leighton
would have likely seen it upon his trip to Jerusalem in 1882,2*® which might as well have
inspired his two paintings on the myth of Andromeda’s rescue. Nonetheless, the earlier work,
Perseus and Andromeda (1891) [Fig. 47], utilised the studies of the rocky Irish coast, whereas
Perseus on Pegasus combined the Israeli rocks of a characteristic reddish tint in the foreground
with the Turkish coastline in the background, separated by an expanse of an ink-blue sea. The
latter picture illustrates also Cockerell’s semi-metaphoric assertion that Leighton’s ‘landscape

backgrounds are so modelled that you may pick your way from point to point in the extremest

244 Mary Seton Watts, George Frederic Watts: The Annals of an Artist’s Life, Il (London: Macmillan
and Co., 1912), 114.

245 Some of Leighton’s usage of the Rhodian studies has been pointed out by Karl Kilinski II in ‘Frederic
Leighton’s “Daedalus and Icarus”: Antiquity, Topography and Idealised Enlightenment,” The
Burlington Magazine 148, no. 1237 (2006): 257-63.

26 F G. Stephens, ‘The Late President’s Studio,” The Athenaeum, no. 3565 (22 February 1896), 257.
247 ‘Lord Leighton’s Remaining Works,” The National Observer (18 July 1896), 277.

248 Apart from El Haram Jerusalem (Appendix 11, cat. 124), there seem to be no extant studies made by
Leighton in Israel. It is possible, however, that some of the sketches identified by Christie’s as rock
studies of Malin Head were in fact those of the Andromeda Rock and other formations of the harbour
of Jaffa.
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distance. [...] His astonishingly active intelligence followed the thought to the horizon, and so

far as that horizon extended he saw with a startling clearness.’?%°

Unlike the aforementioned vistas based on awe-inspiring distances and with no transition from
the vantage point of the viewer, a Ruskinian panorama was usually an immersive experience,
surrounding the observer.?° Leighton employed both approaches of separation and immersion
in his series, the former true for his quasi-abstract seascapes, and the latter for his bay views
characterised by the inclusion of rocky foregrounds as a type of viewing platforms, anchoring
the spectator in the panorama. Bay Scene [Fig. 48] exemplifies Leighton’s use of this pictorial
device, as well as signifies a phase in his open-air oeuvre largely devoted to studying various
effects of light on water. The painting is divided into four horizontal segments marked by the
foreground rocky promontory, the calm blue sea in the middle plane, vapour-enveloped
mountains on the distant shore, and a delicately purple sky above. The scene is captured contre-
jour, looking towards the sun, which renders the sea surface virtually white in the middle. Such
a vantage point creates a dramatic contrast with the dark foreground rocks steeped in shade, and

enhances the effect of dynamically receding distance.

The foreground ‘viewing platform’ could take shape of either a natural formation, or an
architectural motif, such as in Lindos, Rhodes [Fig. 49], which is similarly constructed on
horizontal axes. The immediate foreground in the lower left corner suggests Leighton was
painting the scene from a rooftop, like one of those emerging below, brilliantly white in the
sun. The entire composition is divided in half by a rocky peninsula creating a sea inlet in the
foreground. The day is likely nearing the end, as the lowering sun gently lights up the left side
of the view, and renders the hazy sky purplish. The precise geometry of the foreground
architecture, interlaced with green trees, provides a sharp contrast with the rugged, barren
landscape in the distance. A comparable geometrization of forms had been done on the Italian
island of Ischia by Corot [Fig. 50], who similarly incorporated white, step-like rooftops in the
middle plane in order to guide the eye towards the strip of a blue sea and mountains in the
distance. Corot’s view is also lit from the right, and the dimensions of the two works are very

comparable.

249 Cockerell, ‘Lord Leighton’s Drawings,” 811.

20 K eith Hanley, ‘Ruskin and the Discourse of Natural Beauty,” in Ruskin and Environment: The Storm-
Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, ed. Michael Wheeler (Manchester. Manchester University Press,
1995), 26.
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Although previously unrecognised, the characteristic coastline of Lindos, Rhodes was later
processed into backgrounds of at least two of Leighton’s paintings, both based on analogous
two-figure compositions with seascapes unfolding in the distance. In Winding the Skein (1878)
[Fig. 51], the rocky promontory is prominently emphasised, while in Greek Girls Playing at
Ball (1889) the keynote is the luminous whiteness of the buildings, flanking the unfolding
seascape [Fig. 52]. The skies in both, however, entirely filled with clouds of all types, are quite
unlike the heat-stricken Rhodian firmament. Indeed, after touring the south of Spain in October
1877, Leighton wrote:

I have failed to fulfil one the special objects of my trip, that, namely, of making a few
sketches of sky effects, particularly seaside skies, which | sorely want for my picture of
the girls and the skein of worsted. | have not done so, because | have not once seen
anything even resembling the skies | mean, and which are generally forthcoming at this

season.?*!

Leighton’s account demonstrates that, firstly, at times he did have a particular vision of a
landscape background which determined his voyages, and that, secondly, he felt confident in
creating believable amalgamations of all kinds of places. Returning empty-handed from Spain,
he used studies from a different location. A similar sky appears in Perseus on Pegasus and it
seems that in these later works he merged Mediterranean landscapes with northern skyscapes,
which he studied in Cornwall and Ireland. This is further confirmed by the well-documented
case of Leighton’s Phoenicians Bartering with Ancient Britons (1894-1895). As local
newspapers reported, the artist travelled to Kynance Cove in May 1894 to paint studies for the

background of this monumental painting for the Royal Exchange.?*

As in Rhodes, Leighton continued to see local architecture as an organic part of landscape in
Athens, the last stop on his voyage of 1867 and ‘the greatest architectural emotion of my life,
by far’.?5® His oil sketch of Acropolis [Fig. 53], though accurately observed, still reveals the
influence of Corot, in the ‘enveloping atmosphere, and clear, almost classical construction.’?%*

Leighton’s depiction matches closely his written description of the site:

21 Barrington, Life, 11, 211.

22 ‘The Lizard,” Cornishman, 16, no. 829 (24 May 1894), 4.
2% Quoted in Barrington, Life, 11, 128.

24 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 35.
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I had infinite enjoyment in the frequent and unvaried study and contemplation of the
ruins on the Acropolis. Familiar as | was, from casts and photographs, with the
sculptures and some part of the architecture which | found there, my expectations were
very highly wrought, but it is impossible to anticipate, nor shall I attempt to describe,
the impression which these magnificent works produce when seen together and under

their own sky.?®

Leighton recognised that the importance of viewing an ancient landmark in person lies in the
specificity of local atmospheric conditions and their versatile effects on the landscape. As he
wrote further, ‘The scenery about Athens, depending a good deal on effects of light, only rarely
displayed its full beauty during my stay’.2>® One of those few cloudless days enabled the artist
to produce the oil study in question, currently known as Athens, with the Genoese Tower; Pnyx
in the Foreground. This title, however, was ascribed to it posthumously at the sale of 1896,
whereas Leighton seems to have exhibited it as Lykabettus; The Acropolis, Athens, on the right
at the Society of British Artists in 1895.%7 A photograph taken from roughly the same spot
reveals Leighton truthfully captured the view [Fig. 54], though the warm atmosphere in which
he evenly enveloped the whole scene blurs an accurate sense of distance, rendering Mount

Lycabettus much closer to Acropolis than it is in reality.

Just four years prior to Leighton, German artist Rudolph Miiller painted an identical view, also
from the ruins of the Pnyx [Fig. 55]. However, while Miiller pictures the remnants of the
birthplace of democracy as a well-preserved platform with steps, Leighton’s foreground
consists of a rocky rubble. It is possible that the latter artist was faithful to the encountered state
of things, whereas Miiller chose to embellish the actual view so as to elevate his depiction of
Acropolis and its surroundings, the ultimate landmarks of the classical world. Moreover,
Leighton’s golden sunlight is contrasted with Miiller’s cold-blue sky, imposing the
conventional sfumato over the distant mountains. Differences in rendering the atmosphere and
aerial perspective in both cases suggest not only the obvious contrast of a studio production
versus an open-air sketch, but also that of traditionally conveyed distance and Leighton’s

observant manipulation of tonal values.

255 |_etter dated 26 November 1867, LH/1/1/1/6, Leighton House Museum, London.

2% Barrington, Life, 11, 130.

%7 No. 10. To the inaccuracy of the Christie’s title points also that the fourteenth-century tower was not
Genoese but Florentine: Leonée Ormond, ‘Athens with the Genoese Tower, Pnyx in the Foreground,’
in Frederic Leighton, 151.
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Despite this homage to Acropolis, ancient temples were not the focal point of Leighton’s open-
air studies painted in the autumn of 1868, when he sailed up the Nile on a steamship.2®® This
mode of transportation was central to his thematic focus in Egypt, for it determined the passing

views of the Nile’s banks as Leighton’s primary experience. As he recorded in his diary:

I have stripped the walls of my cabin of the paintings | had hung round them, and they
look desolate and like the coffin of my now past journey. A most enjoyable journey it
has been, full of pleasant things to remember; full, too, | hope, of artistic profit and

teaching.?>®

Although Leighton described local people and their everyday life in his journal, he painted them
only twice,?®° devoting most of his artistic effort to studying landscapes and atmospheric
conditions. He also wrote long passages particularly on the effects of sunrises, sunsets and
moonlights. Towards the end of the journey he reported: ‘In twenty-two skies which | have
painted there is not a vestige of a cloud, such has been the divinely serene weather | have had
all along.’! Leighton’s productivity is testified by another journal entry in which he stated to
have ‘painted for a couple of hours — badly — in a high wind at an ugly study of a view I don’t
like. I consider it a sort of discipline.’?%? Thus, the artist confirmed his approach to open-air
sketching as training in capturing the fleeting atmospheric effects rather than obtaining a
portfolio of motifs to be used specifically in larger compositions. In fact, although stopping at
major historical sites, Leighton was seldom concerned with architectural themes during his
voyage up the Nile; rather, his focus tended to shift towards the organic unity of ancient temples
and the surrounding landscape they venerated.

Leighton’s sketches seemingly dedicated to landmarks of antiquity are still more devoted to the
natural surroundings, for which the architecture serves as a repoussoir framing the view and
leading the gaze into the distant landscape. In A Temple on the Nile [Fig. 56], the artist does not
even attempt to convey enough information to make the temple particularly identifiable,
virtually using it as a generic prop to frame the distant landscape view. A fragment of the wall
on the far left and a portal structure on the right visually clasp the strip of the Nile, which is

tinted with ultramarine and reflects the sandy bank across the river, located at the feet of pale

28 Barrington, Life, 11, 132.

29 |bid., 187.

260 A Nile Woman and Egyptian Slinger, both moonlit scenes.
261 Barrington, Life, 11, 183.

262 |bid., 158.
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mountains. The opposite bank is dotted with silhouettes of palm trees at the centre, while
overhead stretches a cloudless cerulean sky. The whole scene is rendered in a delicate pastel
tonality indicative of a heat-induced vapour, further evoked by the upward brushwork of the
sky, as opposed to long, horizontal strokes of the landscape below. The sandy foreground is
steeped in shade, suggesting the artist was sketching from a cooler spot he found amongst the
ruins. It also creates a sharp contrast with the much brighter middle plane, and contributes to
the emphatic horizontal bands of the composition. A touch of red as local colour cast by the
shadow of the wall on the left and Leighton’s signature daub of pure white on the temple wall
on the far right enliven the scene as much as they testify the artist’s diligence in observing the
subtle effects of light on landscape. As Christopher Newall has underlined, although there is no
singular formula which determines classical landscape painting, a strong signpost is that ‘effects
of luminosity and atmosphere are always more important than brilliant local tints’.25® Evidently,
Leighton was increasingly breaking off from tradition, devoting equal attention to aesthetically

appealing vistas as to accurate records of the observed natural conditions.

A subdued pastel tonality as well as a panoramic format prevailed in Leighton’s Egyptian
views. Such works as On the Banks of the Nile [Fig. 57] exemplify also the horizontal
compositional axes marked by the parallel strips of the river, the opposite bank, and the clear
sky, disturbed only by the rugged outline of distant mountains. Leighton’s sketches could have
been referenced by George Howard, who first went to Egypt in 1888 [Fig. 58].2* The two
artists knew each other already in 1870,%° if not earlier, through Costa whom Howard first met
in early 1866.2% It is not improbable that both Leighton and Howard depicted the same location,
especially given the standardised itinerary of trips up the Nile. Leighton, however,
foreshortened the perspective and included his signature foreground rocks in the lower right
corner, whereas Howard capitalised on the expanse of the water, further emphasised by a
squarish rather than an elongated format. It is actually Leighton’s, rather than Costa’s, oeuvre

that is detectable in Howard’s Egyptian views, and their surviving correspondence spanning

263 Newall, The Etruscans, 9.

%64 Alison Brisby, ‘An Introduction to the Artist, George James Howard, 9th Earl of Carlisle (1843-
1911) and a Catalogue of His Paintings in the Castle Howard Collection’ (MA thesis, University of
York, 2006), 41.

265 That year, Howard showed Leighton some landscape studies by Walter Crane, which he subsequently
bought: Crane, An Artist’s Reminiscences, 107.

266 Newall, The Etruscans, 21.
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from the 1880s to the 1890s attests their intensified contact in the period when Howard himself

decided to sail up the Nile.

Leighton’s View on the Nile [Fig. 59] represents particularly well his Egyptian series,
characterised by elongated rectangular formats and the frequently used formula of a ‘viewing
platform’ in the foreground (usually the river bank), the Nile’s calm waters in the middle
ground, and the distant mountains or hills emerging on the horizon. Another one of Leighton’s
journal entries corresponds closely to this specific depiction: ‘The earth was in colour like a
lion’s skin; the sky of a tremulous violet, fading in the zenith to a mysterious sapphire tint.’?%’
The products of his journey to Egypt in 1868 suggest that the artist’s consistent fascination with
the ways in which landscape is conditioned by changing light can be seen as not merely
descendent from the longer tradition of oil sketching in Italy, but also as his individual input

into contemporary pictorial concerns.

In the early 1870s, Leighton was as captivated by nocturnal effects as by sunlight. In 1872, he
exhibited Summer Moon, which was supposedly ‘coloured and finished in Rome by the light of
the moon’.?%® Similarly, his Clytemnestra of 1874 is characterised by ‘steely moonlight, which
hardly tinges the dense, deep blue of the sky.’?®® One might wonder whether the increase in
seeking various light conditions, not limited to sunshine, was induced by another surge of
contact with French painters around that time. At the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in
1870, some of them fled to London, and ‘Leighton kept open house for all artist refugees |[...]
His “Summer Morn [sic]” was a delicate compliment to their nationality”.2’® Perhaps during
this decade he also acquired another painting by Corot, Evening on the Lake of around 1872
[Fig. 60],%™* further signalling his interest in the problem of depicting nightfall. Leighton went
to Paris again in 1878, and he possibly bought the picture upon this occasion. That same year,
the notorious Whistler-Ruskin trial took place, as Whistler sued Ruskin for defamation after the
critic’s dismissal of his landscape painting. Paramount to Whistler’s defence was to be

Leighton’s correspondence, ‘speaking highly of the “moonlight” pictures’,>’2 which

267 Barrington, Life, 11, 153. See also Karl Kilinski II, ‘Leighton on the Nile,” The Burlington Magazine
145, no. 1206 (2003): 646-48.

268 Staley, Lord Leighton, 88.

269 |bid., 95.

210 James Harlaw, The Charm of Leighton (London and Edinburgh: T.C. & E.C. Jack, 1913), 26.

271 National Gallery, London.

212 Thomas Armstrong, A Memoir (London: Martin Secker, 1912), 208. Leighton’s eventual absence at
the trial resulted from being elected President of the Royal Academy at the same time.
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Christopher Newall has described as ‘proto-abstract views of the Thames at night’.?”® These
poetically abstracted depictions of night are to an extent descendent from French landscape art,

and it is no coincidence that Leighton and Whistler first met in Paris.?’*

In 1878, Leighton visited also the studio of Edouard Manet,?”> which was one of his direct
interactions with the French Impressionists. While Leighton respected all serious artistic
movements, he did not approve of mindless faddism to which younger generations often fell
victim. In an article following his death, M. H. Spielmann recalled one occasion, presumably

in the artist’s studio, when Leighton shared his thoughts on the artistic youth:

2

‘[...] The students of two Continents are now mad after “Impressionism,” as, after
something new, without, apparently, ever asking themselves the meaning of the word.
They do not reflect that we are all “Impressionists,” and always have been. Only we
haven’t agreed as to what Impressionism is. Now, this is my Impressionism,” he
explained, as he pointed to the powerful colour-studies for his pictures that stood around
— far more powerful and far better in colour than the finished pictures themselves. ‘[...]
But these are all phases — mere phases peculiar to the young. The better among them
will emancipate themselves, and they will discover that Art is something else than

Nature — and that neither is their view of Impressionism.’?"®

In this account, Leighton presented his oil studies, which presumably included his landscape
sketches, as his own contribution to Impressionism. Under the umbrella of this term he clearly
understood the practice of recording landscape under the momentary light and atmospheric
conditions. He simultaneously stressed the longer tradition of plein air sketching, undoubtedly
thinking of the Barbizon School as one of the direct antecedents of the Impressionist movement.
Indeed, Christopher Newall has argued that Leighton had practiced painting fleeting light and
atmospheric effects even before this tendency became more widespread and was received by
British artists.?”” Although sceptical about blind subscription to the latest novelties, Leighton

carefully monitored the changing art scene. His assistant, James Ward, claimed that:

213 Newall, ‘The Art of Landscape,” 53.

214 Barrington, Life, I, 241.

25 Christopher Newall, ‘Chronology,” in Frederic Leighton, 95.

278 M. H. Spielmann, ‘The Late Lord Leighton, P.R.A .,” The Graphic (1 February 1896), no. 1366, 134.
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From many expressions that fell from his lips I could testify to his broad and wide views
on art and artists of all phases and schools. He loved genuine art wherever he saw it —
Realism, Impressionism, or what not — and respected the real artist, whatever his

idiosyncrasy, provided he was sincere.?’®

Ward’s account demonstrates Leighton’s open-mindedness in the area of landscape painting.
In fact, he actively supported artists from the New English Art Club, which launched in 1886,

and particularly George Clausen, a painter of rural life.2"

The main concerns of the Impressionists, rendering light and its versatile effects on landscape
and water, were shared by Leighton throughout the 1870s. In 1873, he travelled to Damascus,

by way of Beirut. Arriving at his destination he reported to his father:

I can’t hope to convey to you in writing any idea of this loveliness, and it is not within
the scope of sketching (though I am doing one or two little corners), but I am having
three or four photographs made [..]. They cannot, however, give you the splendour of

the light, and the fanciful delicacy of the colour in the open courts [...].%

There are few extant photographs from Leighton’s travels, including four images taken in
Tangiers in 1877.28 While such souvenirs proved useful to some artists in recreating the exact
views encountered, Leighton’s focus, as he explained himself, was on light and colour rather
than on topographical accuracy, and to these effects his oil studies were irreplaceable. The
traced oil sketches painted in Damascus are all street scenes, including a nocturne and a
depiction of the house of Richard F. Burton,?®? and the artist’s own statement confirms that not
many more can be expected to resurface. Still, as little of a contribution to his open-air portfolio,
these few studies were complementary to the photographs by conveying the quality of colour.

The year following his trip to Damascus marks an important turning point in Leighton’s travels
as he began exploring more of his native English, as well as Cornish, Scottish and Irish terrains,
rather than limiting his voyages to the warm, sunlit Mediterranean. The change of his direction

resulted in his growing fascination with the strikingly different conditions of light and colour

218 James Ward, ‘Lord Leighton: P.R.A.,” The Magazine of Art (January 1896), 377.
219 See Gruetzner Robins, ‘Leighton: A Promoter of the New Painting,” 315-30.

280 Barrington, Life, 11, 208.

281 Harvard Art Museums, Cambridge.

282 Damascus (Moonlight) and Richard and Isobel Burton’s House in Damascus (see Appendix Il, cats.
94 and 95).
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that these new environments provided. In September 1874, Leighton embarked on a journey to
Ireland, which he remembered vividly for years to come. Around 1890, he was advising his
sister, planning to visit Donegal, to ‘see the whole coast-line close to the rocks overlooking the
seal there is not an inch that won’t reward you. There is a bit not more than half a mile from
Malinmore (to ‘ards Malinhead), that is, though small, quite Dantesque in its grim blackness’.?®
Leonée Ormond has pointed out that the location Leighton described as Malin Head was in fact
not this most northerly point in Ireland, but the headland of Rossan Point outside the village of
Malin More, which lies on the west coast.?®* Despite his confusion about the topography, likely
caused by the significant passage of time, the artist remembered well how the ‘grim blackness’

of Donegal was occasionally illuminated by spectacular stormy sunsets:

At first sight the breaking up of the weather is a bore, [..] but is not as bad as it seems;
bad (dirty) weather suits these parts, and the day will not dawn in which I shall have
forgotten certain dramatic sunsets and the swooping of certain storm-clouds like the
flight of huge fiery birds of prey, more than once witnessed and deposed to on [sic]

canvas by me, over this treeless tract of moor.?®

This vivid description evokes Leighton’s oil sketch listed by Christie’s as A Coast Scene: Storm
Effect [Fig. 61] — a horizontal depiction of a turbulent sea and a squally sky of pink and violet
hues, dominated by heavy furling clouds, suggestive of an approaching storm. This Irish view
introduces dramatism and a sense of the natural sublime previously absent from Leighton’s
landscape art. It is thought to represent the headland of Malin Beg, with the characteristic signal
tower seen in the distance on the left,?% and indeed could have been exhibited by Leighton at
Suffolk Street in 1895-1896 as Malinbeg (no. 31). The liberty with which titles were ascribed
at the sale of Leighton’s estate is evident, and scholarship fails to recognise that they rarely
correlate with the ones Leighton himself had used for the handful of exhibitions of his landscape

works.

28 Barrington, Life, 11, 311.

28 Leonée Ormond, ‘Malin Head, Donegal,” in Frederic Leighton, 173.

28 Barrington, Life, 11, 311.

28 This is apparently supported by the vicinity from Leighton’s accommodation in the area: ‘Curator’s
Note,” Leighton House Museum, accessed 20 November 2019,
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=LH%2fP%2fLTS%2f0
400&pos=2.
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It would be pointless to seek analogies for A Coast Scene with Italianate landscapes; earlier
precedents of similar northern sceneries, such as those by Constable, are more appropriate. His
Seascape Study, for instance, is a comparable rendering of a stormy sky over a foaming sea
[Fig. 62].%7 Leighton’s ‘huge fiery birds of prey’ are paralleled here by steel-grey ones. Both
artists similarly captured also the heaviness of the rainclouds, apparent through their intensely
dark bases. Furthermore, a shared formula is apparent in the diagonal placement of landscape
elements, such as clouds, which weigh down the composition to one side. This can be similarly
observed in the clump of trees in Corot’s Evening on the Lake, which Leighton must have
bought shortly before going to Ireland. Certain descendance from Constable’s oil sketches is
all the more likely given Leighton’s ownership of his ‘rich, luminous sketch’ entitled The

Shower.288

Another study of a clouded seascape is to be found among the forty one sketchbooks covering
the entire span of Leighton’s career, held at the Royal Academy. It belongs to the one dated to
1874, which contains a plethora of drawings of Irish views and landscape formations.?® The
crude sketch of a tumultuous sky is spread over two pages to attain an emphatically panoramic
format [Fig. 63]. Evidently jotted down in great haste in order to capture the fleeting masses of
clouds, the drawing is annotated with descriptions of tints of the sky and sea, such as grey,
purple, violet and blue.?®® It seems that, once a record of the general composition and colours
was secured, Leighton then moved on to a more time-consuming oil sketch which, although
untraced, must have closely mirrored the pencil drawing since Christie’s listed A Study of Sky
(lot 85), with the annotations: ‘Painted in Donegal’, and ‘The original sketch for the picture of
“Clytie””. Clytie [Fig. 64], Leighton’s final attempt at a pure studio-produced landscape, was
exhibited in 1892, however its concept had been developed over a surprisingly long period of

time.

As the artist admitted: ‘I have myself a weakness for this picture, which I brewed for some 15
years’.?°! The actual work on the painting took about two years. As a report on Leighton’s

Academy submission of 1890 informed: ‘His “Clytie,” which has for so a long time been on

287 See also Tim Barringer, Opulence and Anxiety: Landscape Paintings from the Royal Academy of Arts
(Warwickshire: Compton Verney, 2007), 54.

28 ‘Lord Leighton’s Pictures,” 7.

289 RA 06/3258, Royal Academy, London. See also Robbins, ‘Between Life and Death.’

29 ¢Cyrator’s Note.’

291 Quoted in Leonée and Richard Ormond, ‘Clytie,” in Allen Staley et al., Victorian High Renaissance
(Minneapolis: Minneapolis Institute of Arts, 1978), 122.
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the easel, will not be finished’.% The inspiration for the painting has thus been traced back to
Leighton’s first trip to Ireland in September 1874.2%% This is confirmed not only by Christie’s
catalogue, but also by Ernest Rhys’s suggestion that the painting’s ‘sunset background was
painted at Malinmore, on the west coast of Donegal’.?% The catalogue of the Royal Academy
exhibition of 1892 described the landscape as formed of ‘a range of moorland hills’,?*® which

similarly confirms the environment of northern Ireland.

On the other hand, some potential influences behind Clytie seem to have been overlooked, such
as the fact that Leighton owned G. F. Watts’s Haystacks [Fig. 65], a landscape study ‘in the
spirit of Corot’, which the artist presented to him upon Leighton’s expressed admiration.?%
Exhibited in 1883, this small study similarly takes up a lowered vantage point to show a shade-
steeped hill rising gradually from the lower right corner towards the left side of the composition.
Although there are no haystacks perched on its top in Clytie, the picture is analogously
dominated by an expanse of the blue sky, expressively disturbed by a column of cumulus
clouds. Whether Clytie was inspired exclusively by Ireland or also by Watts’s study of Brighton
Downs, a general conclusion to be drawn is that Leighton’s explorations of the landscape and
light conditions of the north, strikingly different from his usual Mediterranean stimuli, resulted

in an outburst of ideas which he progressively developed over the years.

In another oil sketch, currently known as Malin Head, Donegal, Leighton captured a completely
different vision of Ireland — a lush green coast bathed in bright sunshine [Fig. 66]. Just as A
Coast Scene, it was likely mistitled due to Leighton’s own confused retrospective recollection
of topography. This squarish canvas was most plausibly exhibited at the Royal Society of
British Artists in 1895, under the title Fish-Curing House, Malinbeg (no. 21). In the
aforementioned letter to his sister, Leighton instructed her to set out from Malin More towards
Malin Head, ‘where you must see every little bay, including the Silver Strand’.?®’ This
statement reveals the artist’s error, as the Silver Strand beach is located in the opposite direction.

In fact, it is in close proximity to the signal tower seen in A Coast Scene, at Malinbeg. The

292 < Art Notes,” Pall Mall Gazette, no. 7794 (12 March 1890), 1.

29 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 120; Robbins, ‘Between Life and Death’.

2% Rhys, Sir Frederic Leighton, 59.

2% |bid., 50.

2% Barbara Bryant, ‘An Artist Collects: Leighton as a Collector of Paintings and Drawings,” in Closer
to Home: The Restoration of Leighton House and Catalogue of the Reopening Displays 2010, ed. Daniel
Robbins (London: Leighton House Museum, 2010), 27, 29.

297 Barrington, Life, 11, 311.
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beach is nestled in the bay neighbouring the small inlet harbour depicted in the sketch, at Malin

Beg, which remains largely unchanged [Fig. 67].

The characteristic alignment of the two buildings on the cliff in the Fish-Curing House is,
remarkably, still preserved. Despite the overall accuracy which led to the identification of the
portrayed location, Leighton peculiarly calibrated the composition, filling the picture space
diagonally with the grass-covered cliffs, and placing the horizon close to the upper edge of the
canvas. The study largely repeats the formula of the View in Capri, both in subject and
composition, which suggests that Leighton continued to perceive certain types of environments

through prevailing aesthetic concerns.

A pencil composition directly corresponding with the Fish-Curing House is to be found in
Leighton’s sketchbook [Fig. 68]. The juxtaposition of the two demonstrates that to subsequently
paint the study Leighton altered his vantage point, moving towards the right, inland. This helped
him achieve the coulisse effect of the recessing cliffs, whose headlands are lined up on the same
axis. As a result, the prominent solitary rock, initially seen in the immediate foreground, was

cropped out of his oil sketch.

The Fish-Curing House exemplifies the stylistic changes Leighton employed depending on the
climes he was depicting. While his studies on the Aegean Sea were characterised by long,
smooth brushstrokes and subtle tonal transitions, on the Irish coast the artist switched to a highly
expressive brushwork and more saturated colours. The lower left corner of the sketch in
question is a concentration of particularly interesting details [Fig. 69]. It shows the cave-like
hollowing in the rock below the buildings, and the stairs leading down to the water, rendered
with just a few swift movements. The sea emerges with short horizontal and vertical

brushstrokes, as well as some emphatic splashes of pure ultramarine.

This is also a chief case study of Leighton simultaneously drawing and painting the same views.
What was the point of this practice and why was it specific to Irish landscapes? The example
of the Fish-Curing House suggests that the artist was using quick pencil studies to establish the
best compositions for oil sketches. The Irish sketchbook is of particular interest as it is unusual
in the frequency of drawings mirroring the paintings. It seems likely that upon his first visit to
Donegal Leighton was anxious to record as much information on the fleeting atmospheric
effects as possible, which explains why he would begin with schematic drawings, sometimes

supplied with colour annotations, before carrying on to producing more time-consuming oil
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sketches. Still, the pencil rock studies he produced in Ireland were equally among his most

prized possessions. As Emilie Barrington wrote:

| believe Leighton valued these sketch-books more than any of his records, associated,
as they were, with his “treats” in life, solitude in beautiful scenes in nature, and with his
yearly visits to Italy. In November, 1895, Lord Leighton was showing a friend and
myself some of the latest treasures from the drawer full of sketch-books in his studio,
when our friend, in her admiration for some drawings of rocks in Ireland, exclaimed,
“You had better take it, or I shall run off with it in my muff.” “You may take anything
else in the place you like, but not that,” Leighton answered, as he stretched out his hand

and seized the little book eagerly.?%®

Despite this newfound enchantment with the raw, sublime nature of the north, Leighton
continued exploring the Mediterranean perimeter for perfect balance. He soon travelled to
Sicily, possibly in 1875,2%° and painted a few studies of the Greek theatre at Taormina, including
one that he later used for the background of Wedded (1882) [Fig. 70]. This popular artists’
destination in 1883 attracted also George Howard who, although in watercolour, depicted the
same view outstretching in the distance, seen through the picturesque Roman arch [Fig. 71].
However, while the focal element of Howard’s vista is Mount Etna, Leighton chose a higher
vantage point to include the more distant landscape in which he largely ignored the landmark
volcano, instead accentuating the unfolding rugged shoreline [Fig. 72]. This allowed him to
study the aerial perspective of spatial recession, with the mountainous horizon enveloped in a
nearly opaque haze, whereas the foreground architectural setting is lit from the left, which

creates a dynamic spectacle of voluminal forms.

Both Leighton and Howard used the arched screen at the back of the theatre’s scena as a window
framing the landscape vistas. This approach referenced the experience of the original audience,
for whom the focal points were not the theatres or temples in themselves, but their relation to
the sacred landforms.3% To Leighton, however, the key alignment was with the coast, where

the land meets the sea, rather than with the more obvious massive of Etna. Moreover, his

2% Barrington, ‘Lord Leighton’s Sketches,” 513 (footnote).

29 The date of around 1875 has been proposed, as Leighton’s trip to Palermo and the studies he made
of the Sicilian church interiors are thought to have inspired some aspects of his Arab Hall, begun in
1877: ‘Capella Palatina, Palermo,” Leighton House Museum, accessed 10 June 2019,
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=2015-0001&pos=1.

390 Crandell, Nature Pictorialized, 32.
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sketches of Taormina belong to the tradition of landscape views and architectural capriccios
aimed at framing views within views, as well as at exploring the contrasts between lit and
shaded areas which outdoor architecture offers. The Colosseum by Corot [Fig. 73] serves as a
primary example of an analogous scene, concerned with perspective and tonal values rather

than a useful documentation of a landmark.3

It has been entirely overlooked that in the autumn of 1875 Leighton was back in Capri together
with Costa, and that both painted the same view of the Faraglioni Rocks in Capri (see Appendix

II, cat. 107).3%2 The latter even produced a picture entitled Capri-Sunrise,

perhaps
purposefully referencing Leighton’s first exhibited landscape painting. These examples once
again signal the extent to which the two artists shared their landscape practice, stimulating each

other in an equal dynamic.

According to Costa, the following year Leighton made studies of umbrella pines for The
Daphnephoria (c. 1874-1876) on the Arno River at San Rossore, and thus his View on the Arno
probably belonged to that series [Fig. 74].3°* A riverbend landscape, it studies the subtle effects
of sunlight on water, surrounded by lush green bushes and pine trees. The time of day captured
was described by a critic as ‘before the heats have greyed and browned everything’,*® and
indeed Leighton deftly captured the gentle warm glow, with the most delicate orange and violet
hue of the sky. The liminal character of the scene serves as an appropriate illustration to
Ruskin’s complaint about ‘the monotonous sunshine’ of Italy and Greece, ‘burning away the

deep colours of everything into white and grey’.3%® Ruskin’s perception of the Mediterranean

301 See Newall, ‘Leighton and the Art of Landscape,” 44-45. Another striking example of that type of
view is John Sell Cotman’s watercolour of Crambe Beck Bridge of 1805 (Victoria and Albert Museum,
London). Leighton was certainly familiar with Cotman’s oeuvre, and even owned his Liber Studiorum:
Christie, Manson and Woods, Catalogue of the Valuable Library of the Right Hon. Lord Leighton of
Stretton (London: William Clowes), lot 153.

302 Both painted from the same spot on Monte Solaro. Costa painted a vertical study dated 1875, as well
as a studio picture entitled Capri, the Faraglioni Rocks: an October Morning, 1875-1877. Leighton sent
a letter from Capri on 9 September 1875, which proves his visit to the island around the same time
(RAAJ/SEC/4/82/4, Royal Academy, London).

303 Schmidt, Nino Costa, 26.

%04 Christopher Newall, ‘View on the Arno,” in Frederic Leighton, 176.

3% ‘Lord Leighton at the Academy,” The Observer (3 January 1897), 7.

3% John Ruskin, The Art of England (London: George Allen, 1884), 379.
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atmosphere was indeed shared by Leighton, who, as Costa wrote, ‘believes that my art, which

seeks to portray a grey, dusty country cannot interest the sons of rainswept Albion.”3%

The shared sketching practice of Leighton and Costa in the second half of the 1870s is well-
documented and suggests a hint of rivalry. As the Italian reported in 1880:

Last year, for example, he exhibited in London a small sketch which he did of the
mountains of Carrara seen from Lerici, of which | had the previous year done a study

for a painting that | have yet to complete.3%®

Although Leighton’s study, which according to Costa was exhibited at the Grosvenor Gallery
in 1879, remains untraced, it is yet another testament to the proximity of the artists’ landscape
practice. In fact, they worked together so closely that in 1878, in Lerici, they established a
specific painting method based on ‘the experience of years’, which involved a monochrome
underpainting and separate layers of ‘half-tones’ and ‘lights’, all scumbled with yellow in the
final stage.3*® Their shared concern for truthfully rendering the subtle effects of light and

atmosphere, whether of landscapes brightly sunlit, ‘grey’, or moonlit, is apparent.

307 | etter dated 20 December 1881, quoted in Pieri, ‘Giovanni Costa and George Howard,” 338.
308 |_etter dated 4 November 1880, quoted in ibid., 331.
309 Costa, ‘Notes on Lord Leighton,” 382.
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Chapter 3

1880-1895: Form and Colour

In the later years, Leighton’s landscape art seems to have taken yet another turn, gaining
astonishing fluidity of paintwork and new types of compositions. Blurring contours,
accentuating loaded brushwork and seeking colour contrasts is particularly evident in numerous
rock studies. Dominant are close-up and fragmented views, focusing on selected aspects of
landscape, and the overall concern for ‘form’ and ‘colour’ characterises Leighton’s most
impressionistic snapshots of nature. In 1873, Philip Gilbert Hamerton described the modern

school of landscape, to which Leighton’s art belonged at least to some degree, as

using nature merely for the first suggestion of the idea [...] if painters of this order ever
finish from nature, it is merely to have the scientific facts right, not for accuracy of form;
so that they do not copy Nature, they merely refer to her as an author refers to the books

in his library.31°

Paramount to this new development in Leighton’s open-air work was the shift in his travel
destinations — now to predominantly northern environs, as opposed to the usual Mediterranean
perimeter he had tended to choose in previous years. Considering the impact of classically
associated Italian landscape on Leighton’s formative years, what was so specific about the
environment of the British Isles that so transfixed Leighton and transformed his open-air
oeuvre? What prompted his darker, more saturated colour palette, and a ‘fragmentary’

perception of the northern landscapes?

In 1880, Leighton most likely painted A Garden Scene [Fig. 75], when visiting Howard’s
Naworth Castle in Cumbria.3!* Although previously unidentified, the sketch appears to depict
a fragment of the so-called Old Garden,®!? the cultivated quarters at the entrance of the castle.
The view of the estate stretches far into the distance and one of the castle peacocks, rendered
with an emphatic daub of blue, struts in the foreground. The intensely green tonality of the

seemingly untamed trees and patches of grass is subdued by a heavily overcast grey sky.

310 Philip Gilbert Hamerton, Thoughts about Art (London: Macmillan and Co., 1873), 13-14.

311 This visit is proved by Leighton’s drawing inscribed ‘Beech Naworth 80°, previously owned by
Howard (Tullie House, Carlisle).

312 A name used by Agresti in Giovanni Costa, 240.
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Leighton chose a vista away from the castle, focusing on a fragment of wilderness in a gloomy
atmosphere which, combined, create a sublime appeal of the scene. This becomes even more
apparent in comparison with Howard’s portrait of Caroline Coutts-Lindsay against the
backdrop of the meticulously groomed garden quarter and the castle tower, in the company of
two peacocks [Fig. 76].3*3 The astounding differences in treatment of vegetation between
Howard and Leighton might be accounted for by the difference in seasons depicted — summer
bloom in Howard’s picture as opposed to the autumnal darkness of Leighton’s sketch. Indeed,
the former was likely produced in July 1879, when Howard, Leighton and Costa all reunited at

Naworth.3

To Leighton’s perception of northern landscape through the prism of form and colour perhaps
contributed his intensified interactions with the works of J. M. W. Turner. In 1883, when
lecturing at Oxford, Ruskin would often breakfast in London with Leighton, ‘with whom he
was co-operating in the collection of drawings by Turner, with which the new water-colour
gallery at the Royal Academy was to be opened at the forthcoming “Old Masters”
exhibition.”®!® This recent transition of Turner from a ‘Modern Painter’ to an ‘Old Master’ could
be also linked to Leighton’s trip to Cornwall the following year, where he began an adventure

with a local progressive landscape formation in Cornwall. As Edgcumbe Staley reported:

Leighton much encouraged the “Cornish men,” as the painters who pitched their camp
at Newlyn are called, and among them especially [Henry Scott] Tuke, Stanhope-Forbes
[sic], [Frank] Bramley, [Albert] Chevallier-Tayler, and [Thomas Cooper] Gotch. In
1884 he visited that county and made many sketches of the scenery and some studies of
the natives. He felt quite at home, and was in touch with all the country-folk. Of the
students, he took most notice of George Clausen, about whom he spoke very warmly,

and of whom he begged a small token of his skill 36

Leighton went down to Cornwall on a sketching holiday in the autumn of 1884, upon the direct
invitation of Bramley, Forbes and Clausen.®!” He would later promote these three artists at the
Royal Academy, battling for their membership and purchasing their works through the

313 Costa painted an identical picture, see Schmidt, Nino Costa, 105.

314 Armstrong, A Memoir, 43.

315 “Introduction to Vol. XXXIII,” in The Works of John Ruskin, XXXIII, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander
Wedderburn (London: George Allen: 1908), li.

316 Staley, Lord Leighton, 128.

317 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 106.
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Chantrey Bequest.3'® Upon his trip, and plausibly in the company of some of the Newlyn artists,

Leighton produced a series of oil sketches of the Kynance Cove area.

Among the mostly upright studies, a horizontal view of the site stands out in its shimmering
brilliance of colour, particularly in the glimpses of the deep-blue sea amidst the grey coastal
rocks [Fig. 77]. A contemporary account suggests that Leighton travelled to Cornwall ‘for a
few days to make some studies of light and colour by the sea’,®'® which further demonstrates
his specific aesthetic concerns in that location. The artist’s abandonment of meticulous
brushwork with precisely articulated detail was likely prefigured by his study of the Naworth
Castle’s garden. Here, he ultimately transitioned from the precision of defined contour to the
limitless possibilities of colour stain. Confidently capitalising on the pigment saturation and the
paint’s texture, he untapped the full potential of the oil medium, virtually modelling in colour.
Largely contributing to that effect is the painting support. While in the previous decades
Leighton painted on panel rather sporadically, in the 1880s and 1890s his frequent rejection of
canvas can be observed. This was perhaps motivated by the shift in his landscape oeuvre,
changing from sweeping vistas to magnified fragments of natural scenery. The smooth surface
of the panel enhanced the effects Leighton was seeking —the gem-like clusters of brilliant colour
in a highly fluidised brushwork. With the aid of photography increasingly available in that
period, verisimilitude was no longer necessary to convey information about a view. Instead,
painting offered a record of colour and light effects, filtered through a personalised impression

of a given location observed at a specific moment in time.

For the most part, comparison with the works of the Newlyn School is difficult as they often
focused on local figures in the Cornish landscape or by the sea. However, one of Forbes’s
studies of the coast displays an analogous construction of the rocky cliffs and water with
distinctly separate colour stains [Fig. 78]. The artistic fingerprint in the form of emphatic
brushwork similarly suggests Leighton’s active contact with this circle of artists. Still, whereas
Forbes’s sketch is more schematic, Leighton remained greatly inquisitive about the particular
quality of every rock, conveying detailed information through colour. Importantly, he sent five

oil sketches for the opening exhibition of the Newlyn Art Gallery in 1895, upon the request of

318 Gruetzner Robins, ‘Leighton: A Promoter of the New Painting,” 316.
319 Wilfrid Meynell, ‘Minor Memories of Lord Leighton,” English Illustrated Magazine 150, no. 14
(March 1896), 586.

97



Forbes.3? They were received as ‘particularly interesting, as they showed the way he has
interpreted the scenery of Cornwall. The artist’s mission is to interpret nature, and the artists of

Newlyn wish to enable the people to see their surroundings with new eyes.”3%

The approach of seeking to create an accurate yet personal record of nature, now through
experimenting with looser brushwork — dotting colour patches rather than seamlessly
smoothing out outlines — is detectable also in Leighton’s vertical study of the rocky
surroundings of Kynance Cove [Fig. 79]. The unusually low viewpoint gives the impression of
the artist painting directly from the foreground rock, and a narrow band of a dark sky heavy
with clouds induces a claustrophobic sensation. Yet another painting on panel, it utilises the
enhanced fluidity of brushstrokes, with whitened impasto flecks for the lit parts of the rock, and
ochre tones for the lichen. The expressive three-dimensionality of the foreground formation is

juxtaposed with the flatness and darkness of the farther planes.

The Newlyn artists were not the only ones painting the picturesque Cornish coast, which
attracted various figures. Leighton’s earlier sketching companion, Richmond, also paid a visit
and produced some striking pictures of the characteristic geomorphology [Fig. 80]. He too
selected an upright format and emphasised the flowy forms and textures of the rocks, diligently
recording their tonal values ranging from light to dark grey, as well as the way in which they

are spotted with moss and rust-coloured lichen.

Nonetheless, Richmond’s painting, exhibited in 1900-1901,%2? is even closer to Leighton’s
Scottish studies dated to around 1890. In the sketches he made on the Findhorn River, Leighton
tended to exclude broader surroundings for the sake of exceedingly close-up views, almost
clinical in their focused approach. Pink Granite Boulders [Fig. 81], a scene shown at an
extremely close range, similarly exemplifies the fluidity of rocks, with their substance
seemingly flowing downward from right to left and visually merging with the pool of water in
which they are immersed. The exquisite pink and purple undertones provide the perfect

backdrop for the greenish lichen which covers also the rocks in Richmond’s picture. As

320 ‘Opening the Newlyn Art-Gallery. Interview with Mr. Stanhope Forbes, A.R.A.,” Cornishman 18,
no. 903 (24 October 1895), 7.

%1 ‘Opening the Newlyn Art Gallery. Mr. Leonard Courtney, M.P., Performs the Ceremony,’
Cornishman 18, no. 903 (24 October 1895), 5.

322 The date of Richmond’s trip to Cornwall, however, is unknown.
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Leighton described it in a letter to his father: ‘This particular stream contrives to rush part of

the way through fantastic rocks of pink granite’.3%3

The fierce nonchalance of many of Leighton’s Scottish open-air sketches was a confident
manifesto of the seamless unity between his highly developed skills at both careful observation
and conveying an individual response to nature. As Christopher Newall has noted, ‘Leighton’s
landscape painting is marked by an ability to create the masses of form by painterly methods;
for him it was not necessary to provide a plethora of detail to convey a strong impression of
landscape.’3?* The oil sketches painted over this late period in Leighton’s career represent what
could be described as a mature style of his landscape art, which shifted predominantly to views
at close range rather than panoramic vistas, and to a greatly fluidised and rapid brushwork,

which was frequently enhanced by the smooth surface of panel supports.3?®

These new techniques went hand in hand with an increased preference for Scotland. According
to some accounts from the 1890s, ‘Sir Frederic Leighton has been in the habit for some years
of retiring to the neighbourhood of Braemar whenever he has had to compose an Academy
address.”3?® Emilie Barrington similarly stated that ‘It became his habit, in these later years, to
visit Scotland in September before flying off to his second home’,*? Italy. Leighton first visited
Scotland in 1859, noting that to the frequent showers, which prevented him from making
studies, he owed ‘seeing some of the most superb effects of colour, light and shade’.3?® It is
clear that he perceived the Highlands and the Lowlands through the prism of form and colour
already during the initial interactions with the Scottish environment. He also emphatically
abandoned distant vistas while painting in the north, which could be partially explained by his
recollections of the area near the Findhorn: ‘Here again from the heights over the river I ought
to have seen the sea and the coast of Sutherlandshire; but the weather was sulky and | had to
draw on my imagination for the view.”3?® The adverse atmospheric conditions could account
for Leighton’s somewhat smaller artistic production in Scotland than in the Mediterranean.

Already upon his first visit he stated that ‘the weather was great part of the time too uncertain

323 Barrington, Life, 11, 262.

324 Newall, ‘English Painting and Italy,” 97.

325 See also Ormond, Lord Leighton, 120.

326 < Art Notes,” St. James’s Gazette (11 September 1894), 12.
%27 Barrington, Life, 11, 308.

328 |bid., 48.

329 |bid., 262.
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to allow of sitting out to paint’,33° which explains the lack of earlier Scottish studies. The impact
of aura on his open-air productivity is indeed proven also by the observation he made during
his first stay in Ireland in 1874, that ‘the inconsistency of the weather puts sketching almost out

of the question’.33!

Over the 1880s and 1890s, Leighton returned to Scotland a number of times, producing a
plethora of pencil and oil sketches devoted to selected fragments of landscape. In 1884, he made
drawings of a wooded, rocky riverbank at Pitlochry,®*? and in 1886 he declared: ‘I should like
to make two or three sketches in the open air’, hoping in vain Costa would join him.** To the
years around 1890 scholars have dated most of Leighton’s traced oil studies, in the spirit of
photographic snapshots with a close focus on segments of landscapes rather than grand vistas,
and a technique reflecting photography, the new technology of ‘painting with light’, similarly

blurring the transitions between lit and shaded areas.

Jennifer Raab has drawn especial attention to the implications of an up-close inspection of a
picture’s details in order to effectively create a whole. She has pointed out the clash between
the impulse to magnify them in the quest of deeper knowledge about a painting, in fact
neglecting their larger meaning, and a depiction viewed in its entirety, which suppresses the
details of secondary importance.®* Leighton largely solved this dilemma by adjusting his
methodology to a specific environment. While in the Campagna or on the Nile panoramic vistas
encompassing vast distances and the expanse of sky were essential to convey the atmosphere
of those sunlit places, in the overcast misty Scotland the artist switched to a pars pro toto
approach which allows for a better understanding of colours and structures of the rocks and

waters that shape this northern landscape.

Exemplary is A Pool on the Findhorn River [Fig. 82], which captures the ‘deep tortoiseshell
brown’ hue of the water,>*® and records Leighton’s ‘nothing short of a craze for your dark brown

Scotch (and Irish) rivers, as dark as treacle, and as clear as a cairngorm’, as he wrote to his

330 1bid., 48.

31 Ibid., I, 276.

332 Sketchbook RA 06/1010, Royal Academy, London.

333 Disappointed Leighton wrote to Costa: ‘1 am furious to think that you are not coming to Scotland this
year, that | am free — in 1888 I may be dead’: quoted in Agresti, Giovanni Costa, 238.

334 Jennifer Raab, “Precisely These Objects”: Frederic Church and the Culture of Detail,” The Art
Bulletin 95, no. 4 (2013), 584, 587.

335 Barrington, Life, 11, 260.

100



father.3*® The painted river is indeed ablaze with iron-rich waters, ranging from light red and
yellowish tones to almost black areas in the centre, where the riverbed is the deepest. The study
epitomises Leighton’s fluidised brushwork, ostentatiously gliding across the smooth panel
surface. As in Pater’s ideal of art aspiring to the condition of music, ‘content and form
coalesce’.®¥" The sketch also rejects the traditional landscape convention, for the brightly lit
foreground is followed by a darker middle ground, and no vast distance follows as the horizon
IS cut short on the opposite bank of the river. Despite this complete reversal of conventional
devices for showing spatial recession, the rocks stretching alongside the bottom edge of the
pictorial space are still clearly identifiable as a ‘viewing platform’, bringing to mind such earlier

sketches as the Bay Scene.

Leighton produced views of the Findhorn also in an emphatically upright format. A Study of
Rocks, Scotland [Fig. 83] could have been painted at the Linn O’Dee in Braemar, which, as he
stated, inspired his picture of Solitude of 1890 [Fig. 84].3%® The artist’s description of this
location matches closely the oil sketch in question:

the bit three or four yards below the fall where the vehemence of the winter torrent has
scooped and worn pools so deep that as your eye is drawn down past half-hidden
submerged rocky shapes you come at last to absolute dark brown night, and whilst you
are conscious of a rapid, swirling current, no sound, no faintest gurgle even, reaches

your ear [...].%°

According to Barrington, ‘in order to transmit a vivid record of this sentiment to his canvas, he
took a second journey to the place’,* an approach signalling the artist’s pursuit of truth to
nature, as much as his sensibility to the encountered environments which directly provoked
ideas for pictures. According to a reviewer, the figure in Solitude is ‘seated on a crag in a rocky

chasm, and in an attitude of dejection. The general hue is a sober brown, running through

33 Letter sent to Leighton’s father from Forres, most likely of June 1889, quoted in ibid., 262.

37 Woodring, ‘Nature and Art in the Nineteenth Century,” 199.

338 While Christopher Newall has put forward a suggestion that this oil sketch is also a view on the
Findhorn (‘A Study of Rocks, Scotland,” in Frederic Leighton, 211), Barbara Bryant has noted that the
Linn O’Dee is located some forty miles away from Forres. She has thus concluded that the landscape
background is likely a conflation of this site and the Findhorn river area near Bryant, ‘Solitude,” in The
Age of Rossetti, Burne-Jones and Watts: Symbolism in Britain 1860-1910, ed. Andrew Wilton and
Robert Upstone (London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 1997), 257.

339 Barrington, Life, 1, 310.

340 |bid., 261.
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variations of low tones.”**! A Study of Rocks, Scotland might have informed the painting not
only in the format and brown-grey tonality, but also in the composition made up of large
boulders by a dark-brown pool. The dark palette of the landscape in Solitude hinders an
immediate recognition of the configuration of the rocky setting. Still, Christie’s catalogue listed
A Cave (lot 71) among the oil sketches used for this picture, which supports Leonée and Richard
Ormond’s observation of a possible cave entrance in the backdrop.®*? This is also confirmed by
Leighton’s preparatory pencil sketch, in which the dark narrow shape of the cavern’s opening

emphatically frames the foreground figure [Fig. 85].

The overall concept of a female figure seated within a rocky landscape possibly takes cue from
a study known as Woman Seated in a Landscape [Fig. 86]. It has been dated it to around 1886-
1887, since Christie’s catalogue listed it as ‘A study for the picture of “Simaetha the Sorceress™’
(lot 72). However, the subject picture exhibited in 1887 has nothing in common with the sketch
except from the general motif of a seated figure. In fact, scholarship has overlooked that more
affinities can be found with Solitude. Just as in the painting, in the oil sketch the woman emerges
out of dark-brown rocky surroundings, with no trace of sky. In the backdrop, directly behind
her, there is a dark niche-like area, which was likely processed into the cavern opening in
Solitude. The woman in the study appears to be a local Italian model traditionally attired, which
has no application to Leighton’s classicising submissions and suggests a spontaneous
arrangement of the figure within an encountered natural site. Indeed, the cushion on which she
is seated, and her stiff pose with hands rested on her lap, suggest a rare case of the artist’s
deliberately placing a model within a landscape. Woman Seated in a Landscape is also a chief
example of Leighton’s thinking about natural surroundings in the categories of pure form and
colour, as the entire landscape setting is formed of a wall of rock, brightly lit in the foreground,

and gradually more shaded with growing distance.

Although largely faithful to studies of selected landscape formations in Scotland, Leighton still
produced at least two panoramic views which could have been prompted by a certain visual

association with Greek landscape. As he explained to George Howard:

When we meet | shall tell you how pleasant it was, and how beautiful in the Highlands

— and for the matter of that in the Lowlands too. — There are glimpses, but you know

31 ‘The Royal Academy,” York Herald, no. 12142 (3 May 1890), 5.
342 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 125.
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them, from the heights of Glenisla (the white Craig particularly) that remind me vividly

of Greece & and the view from Pentelecus.?*?

A village in the Glen Isla was perhaps depicted in the Study of Landscape, Scotland [Fig. 87].
A green meadow is enclosed by a band of trees, behind which emerges a reddish-brown hill,
while the blue-grey sky is heavy with clouds. Utilising the smoothness of the panel support
again, Leighton partially revealed it in the foreground, where his long, horizontal brushstrokes
began losing paint. In fact, all the landscape elements have blurred contours demonstrative of a
very swift and loose brushwork. The atmosphere is one of gloom and reflects the rarity of sunlit
moments up north. As Leighton wrote to Barrington in 1895: ‘I’'m sorry that you saw Scotland
in a mist; its beauty is succulent colour — you want rain first and then a burst of sun’.3** While
there are no brightly lit scenes among his own traced oil sketches, one of the later works by
Watts serves as a perfect illustration of the phenomenon Leighton described [Fig. 88]. Watts’s
study, painted in 1899, is almost burning with red and yellow tints, though the composition is
analogous to Leighton’s panoramic view of a distant hill, and with a green strip of grass in the

foreground.

Leighton’s blurring of forms and operating with colour stains which climaxed in Scotland
largely continued upon the artist’s excursion to Northumberland in September 1894, where he
stayed with Cockerell at Bamburgh.3*® The artist painted several views of Lindisfarne Castle
on the nearby Holy Island, among which one stands out [Fig. 89] as almost identical to a
watercolour produced by Howard back in the autumn of 1879 [Fig. 90].3*¢ Both depictions
show the southern flank of the castle from the same angle, and the main disparity lies in the
different colour schemes. Leighton’s late summer sketch is warm and luminous, with pastel
hues of the grass, warm ochre of the castle walls, and a clear blue sky enriched with a delicate
pink undertone right above the horizon. This is contrasted with Howard’s gloomy atmosphere
conveyed through a cold tonality, and rigid forms of the imposing castle. Meanwhile,
Leighton’s flowing, wave-like movement of the brush, visible in the foreground, suggests a

dissolution of the rocky hill into a sandy coastal environment. His soft contours were meant to

343 Letter dated 7 September, year unknown, J22/53/24, Castle Howard, York. Transcribed by Leonée
Ormond.

344 Barrington, Life, 11, 325.

385 According to Emilie Barrington, before September 1895 ‘Leighton had visited Mr. Pepys Cockerell
and his family at Lindisfarne (Holy Island) more than once when going or returning from Scotland’:
ibid., 325.

346 Brisby, ‘George James Howard,” 169.
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enhance the effect of plasticity of the rock formations, and to distort the borders between the
landscape and the architecture, which appears as its organic extension. Indeed, Leighton
perceived the castle as a vaguely noticeable disturbance of the hill, while in Howard’s view it
is prominently perched on its top, diminishing the landscape formation beneath in its

monumental grandeur.

In the spring of the following year, Leighton travelled to North Africa, visiting Algiers for the
second time due to a rapid decline in health, for which its dry climate was prescribed. His initial
trip took place in 1857,34" but there is no clear record of any landscape sketches painted then.3#
Virtually all his traced oil studies produced upon that later journey are distinctly upright street
views, with architectural elements framing glimpses of brightly lit distant planes. Central is the
play of light on the walls of the buildings in relation to the seascape beyond. As Leighton wrote

already upon his first encounter:

[the houses] are painted three times a year of the purest white, so that on approaching
Algiers, rising as it does steeply up the hillside, it looks from the sea and under an
African sun like a pyramid of alabaster or marble [...]. The effect of this whiteness
glittering out from the green and purple hills and hanging over a dark-blue sea is really

most beautiful [...].34

While there are no traced corresponding studies from Leighton’s initial trip, he partially
captured the described effects in 1895, in Gateway, Algiers [Fig. 91]. The sketch picks up the
brilliancy of the daub of cerulean seen through the minute but centrally placed glimpse provided
by the titular arched gateway. Its circular opening is contrasted with the cubic forms and straight
lines of the entire structure in an almost abstracted symphony of form. To balance out the
vertical shapes and the picture format itself, a band of green plants was placed diagonally across
the composition. The shapeless foreground path underscores the virtuosic brushwork of the
white-washed walls, above which is a blue sky swirling with soft clouds. A white boat is
discernible in the miniscule — though highly saturated in colour — strip of the sea in the distance,
for a further emphasis of the white-and-blue theme. Gateway, Algiers exemplifies a number of

Leighton’s studies in which concentrated fragments of nature are framed by architectural

37 Barrington, Life, 11, 318.

348 The only known oil sketch likely painted in 1857 is An Arab Café, Algiers (private collection), ‘an
apparently early study’ and ‘a force of chiaroscuro’, which Leighton exhibited at Suffolk Street in 1872:
‘Fine Arts,” The Illustrated London News 60, no. 1702 (20 April 1872), 10.

349 Barrington, Life, I, 298.
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coulisses, guiding the viewer’s eye deep into the picture space, towards the distant focal
points.3° It also circles back to Leighton’s dexterous depictions of the white-washed houses in
Capri in 1859,% which demonstrates how, years later, he returned to an analogically conceived

motif, studying Algerian streets under the North African sun.

These appear to be the only kind of open-air sketches Leighton painted in Algiers and may in
fact be regarded more as prospective studies rather than landscapes in the strictest sense, as they
focus on the architectural settings, where nature, though still an integral part, is reduced to
secondary importance. In identifying types of the nineteenth-century plein air views of Algeria,
John Zarobell has pointed to the contrast between the landscape and an inhabited, productively
utilised space, which would be classified as a townscape instead.®®? Leighton’s own urban-
centred views of Algiers fit within the context of the French painters’ depictions of this colonial
outpost, although it is obvious that the contrast of forms and juxtapositions of colour still

remained his chief artistic aim.

The swirling sky seen in Gateway, Algiers continued to enchant Leighton even in Ireland, to
which he returned twice. In July 1892, when he received an honorary doctoral degree from the
Dublin University,®®® and in September 1895, most certainly to prepare further studies for his
second picture of Clytie [Fig. 92]. The subtle cloud vortex previously captured in the Algerian
study, as well as upon Leighton’s first visit to Ireland in 1874 which gave rise to his Clytie of
1892, in the background of the second version gained an extremely dynamic and dimensional
form. A more recent precedent for the sky in Clytie could be seen in Malinmore, Donegal [Fig.
93], which was most likely produced upon the artist’s third Irish voyage, when Leighton painted
some of his last studies at Malin More.®* The lower half of the sketch is occupied by lusciously
green cliffs overlooking a calm sea, while the upper half is filled with white fleecy clouds,
revealing bits of bright blue sky. The luminosity, pastel hues and pink-tinted clouds of
Malinmore, Donegal were evidently referenced in Clytie’s landscape. However, the sketch is

characterised by a more evenly diffused light, with the light source only subtly suggested on

30 Such as Ruined Moorish Arch at Ronda (Appendix Il, cat. 40).

%1 See also Christopher Newall, ‘Gateway, Algiers,” in Frederic Leighton, 239.

%2 John Zarobell, Empire of Landscape: Space and Ideology in French Colonial Algeria (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 4-5.

%3 ‘The Dublin Tercentenary,” The Standard, no. 21218, (7 July 1892), 2.

%4 Barrington, Life, II, 325. The location is also confirmed by Leighton’s letter to Barrington of 19
September 1895, sent from Malin More: ibid.
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the brilliantly lit sea surface on the right, while the scene presented in the subject picture is

dramatically lit from the left by the last rays of the setting sun.

Leighton’s second picture of Clytie, which was as inspired by the Irish coast as the first version,
is a climax of the forms and colours of the sky which the artist sought to capture and eventually
translated into active contributions to his subject pictures. The variety of environments he
traversed in his mature years demonstrates his increasing hunger for versatile atmospheric
effects and landscape formations, for which he employed an expressive brushwork and

emphatically blurred contours, constructing his oil sketches primarily with colour stains.

The evolution of Leighton’s landscape art was far from linear, and it evidently served as a field
for experimentations with themes, compositions, colours and techniques. The juxtaposition of
open-air works produced in the first and the last decades of his landscape sketching practice
demonstrates the shifts in the artist’s style and approach. Initially guided by more traditionally-
oriented German tutors, Leighton increasingly explored a variety of more progressive landscape
painters, from the Italian Giovanni Costa, to the Frenchman Camille Corot, as well as such
British artists as George Heming Mason and Stanhope Forbes. All the while, however,
Leighton’s principal source of inspiration remained nature itself, with the great versatility of

climes and landscape features of new locations to which the artist was increasingly drawn.
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PART Il. SCIENCE

Leighton’s Scientific Interactions and his Landscape Art
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Introduction to Part 11

While Leighton’s love of nature as well as the need to produce backgrounds for large-scale
paintings may explain some of his landscape oil studies, they do not account for the ‘sort of
discipline’ he imposed upon himself when holidaying every year.®*® His methodical approach
to studies of the versatile natural environments he encountered, at times supplemented by
detailed travel diaries, cannot be simply disdained as ‘the most irresponsible, restful thing” he
claimed it to be upon another occasion.®*® Most previous writing on Leighton’s landscape
sketches has been limited to their usefulness for backgrounds or to their origin as momentary
meditations on aesthetically appealing scenes. Although both assumptions about the artist’s
open-air works are true, they are not exhaustive in understanding the full purpose of the studies
in question. With the chapters of Part II, I propose that the distinguished points of Leighton’s
focus, such as light or colour phenomena, suggest a purpose beyond artistic training and utility.
Indeed, already Emilie Barrington interpreted his landscape sketching practice as empirical:
‘The study is executed to learn the facts and the detail of a scene in nature — the material aspect
to be depicted’.®®” The didactic quality of Leighton’s open-air oeuvre ties in closely with a
demonstrative function through the prominent presence of the sketches in the artist’s studio, for
which the precedent had been set by Valenciennes. Looking at such influential painters, Jeremy

Strick has aptly concluded that

scientific understanding of nature was a primary goal of landscape painting. [...] the oil
study could also be regarded as a kind of specimen, demonstrating scientific observation
and reflecting the artist’s understanding of a specific phenomenon. [...] in the case of
effects of light and atmosphere, where no actual sample could be taken, the oil study

offered the closest thing to a specimen.®*®

The culture of specimen collection was deeply rooted in the age of exploration marked by James
Cook’s voyages in the second half of the eighteenth century. His expeditions always comprised
artists, such as John Webber or William Hodges, whose mission was to record that which could

not be transported back to Europe. The question of dialogue between art and science in the

35 Barrington, Life, 11, 158.

36 |etter to G. F. Watts, dated 2 June 1895, LH/1/1/6/074, Leighton House Museum, London.
%7 Barrington, ‘Lord Leighton’s Sketches,” 505.

38 Strick, ‘Nature Studied and Nature Remembered,” 82.
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context of voyages has been raised by Tim Barringer, who stressed that the drawings by
Hodges, later mediated into oil paintings, display a strong sense of artistic tradition going back
to Claude Lorrain, simultaneously being faithful visual documents.®®® Conversely,
Valenciennes, as a landscape painter without the immediate scientific context attached to his
art, needed to prove the latter quality otherwise. His treatise on perspective argued that ‘the
landscape painter must also have the knowledge of a naturalist’, which could be acquired by
painting meticulous studies directly from nature. Valenciennes’ membership of two scientific
societies was undoubtedly another measure of both drenching his curiosity and establishing his
intellectual abilities.®® His studio display of landscape oil sketches, just as that of Leighton,
could be seen as a form of a Wunderkammer, offering glimpses into a variety of locations.
Indeed, alongside vast panoramic expanses, Leighton painted also snapshots, or snippets, of
nature, condensed in what Lynn Merrill has dubbed ‘a microscopic field of vision’.%%1 Thus, he

covered all aspects of the natural world.

On the English ground, a paramount contributor to the efforts to elevate the status of landscape
art had been John Constable, who gave a series of public lectures on the subject at various
scientific institutions. His discourse on ‘The History of Landscape Painting’, delivered at the
Royal Institution in 1836, famously concluded that ‘painting is a science and should be pursued
as an inquiry into the laws of nature. Why, then, may not landscape painting be considered as
a branch of natural philosophy, of which pictures are but experiments?’3%? Leighton’s own
presidential addresses on the history of art were largely based on the study of human
development and technical progress. He perceived the birth of humanism as especially
connected to the shift in intellectual inquiries, with a new ‘impulse towards the scientific study
of Nature’. According to Leighton, Giotto exemplified how ‘this scientific fever the joy in
rediscovered Nature manifested itself in a new delight in landscape’. As the climax of this
tendency he perceived of course Leonardo, whose work made it impossible to ‘separate the

scientific investigator from the artist’.%%3

39 Barringer, Opulence and Anxiety, 13-14.

360 Strick, ‘Nature Studied and Nature Remembered,” 82.

%1 Lynn L. Merrill, The Romance of Victorian Natural History (New York and Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 177.

%2 Charles Robert Leslie, Memoirs of the Life of John Constable (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1912),
285.

363 _eighton, Addresses, 162, 165-166.
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Both Constable and Turner, representing the Romantic generation of English painters,
epitomised ‘a scientifically informed practice that partook of phenomenalism’,%®* an objectivity
of uninfluenced observation professed by scientists and artists alike.3*® It appears that Victorian
quasi-scientific approach to landscape art was largely entailed by the empirical (observational)
science of the Romantic era. Indeed, when Leighton read Modern Painters, he likely did not
overlook Ruskin’s attempts at portraying Turner as a genius of science through his pursuit of
capturing fleeting atmospheric phenomena and ongoing geological processes, and thus breaking
with the conventional imagery of static natural history. As Allen Staley has stressed, ‘scientific
explanations of natural phenomena were integral to Ruskin’s discussions and assessments of
pictures in Modern Painters’.3%® Although he vigorously opposed some scientific revelations
which stood in stark contrast with the natural theology, he was a central figure in promoting the

union of art and science.

The scholarship on Ruskin as an important intermediary between nineteenth-century science
and art is paramount to the discussion of Leighton’s engagement with scientific disciplines and
approaches,®®’ given their direct contact as well as the extent of Ruskin’s influence on
nineteenth-century culture at large. Importantly, despite comparable methodology, the division
of artistic and scientific goals remained clear: ‘Art, Ruskin believed, could serve science not by
aping its analytical methods but by asserting the validity of its own mode of perception.’®8
Much like Ruskin, Leighton understood that landscape painting, while rooted in fidelity to
nature, needed to surpass its simplicity by infusing it with ‘imaginative expression’.*®® As

William Blake Richmond recollected, ‘Leighton, with all his knowledge and scientific

%4 Anne Helmreich, Nature’s Truth: Photography, Painting and Science in Victorian Britain
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016), 31.

35 See Charlotte Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature: British Landscape Art in the Late
Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 22-25.

366 Allen Staley, ‘“Rejecting Nothing, Selecting Nothing”,” in Pre-Raphaelite Vision, 30.

%7 See for instance: Edward Alexander, ‘Ruskin and Science,” The Modern Language Review 64, no. 3
(1969): 508-21; Time and Tide: Ruskin and Science, ed. Michael Wheeler (London: Pilkington P.,
1996); and Francis O’Gorman, ‘Ruskin, Science, and the Miracles of Life,” The Review of English
Studies 61, no. 249 (2010): 276-88.

368 Alexander, ‘Ruskin and Science,” 512.

369 _eighton, Addresses, 23.
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accomplishments over every genus of his art, never permitted the curb of Nature’s powerful

hand to relax her exercise over the control of his imagination.’3"

Ruskin recognised that the Pre-Raphaelite hypersensitivity to every natural element, with equal
attention given to each part, revived the early nineteenth-century empiricism, and at the same
time transcended mere mimesis as it contributed to the moralistic subjects of their paintings.
Lynn Merrill has argued that the art of the Pre-Raphaelites, as much as that of Victorian natural
history, in its simultaneous combination of singularity and precision with aesthetic appeal
‘bridged the “two cultures” gap between a purely scientific response and a humanistic one’.3"*
In fact, the Pre-Raphaelite ‘accuracy’ down to the minutest detail is unnatural, in a sense that
the eye does not register images as a camera would. Leighton undoubtedly noticed the artificial
result of focus equally distributed across the entire pictorial space about his own studio
paintings reworked from the oil sketches, and virtually abandoned the practice after only a
handful of such attempts. In general, he seems to have used drawing to render the singularity
of selected fragments of landscape, and painting to capture the fleeting effects of light and more

abstract concepts of modern physics.

The discourse of Part Il, with Leighton as a case study, inserts itself into the wider debate
regarding nineteenth-century intersections between art and science in the area of landscape
painting.3’? The pioneering scholarship on the topic, Barbara Maria Stafford’s Voyage into
Substance®” and Charlotte Klonk’s Science and the Perception of Nature,3’* demonstrates how
contemporaneous perception of nature’s mechanisms facilitated by scientific endeavours
shaped the artistic representations of nature. However, the two works are devoted chiefly to the
century’s early period. Increasingly, these considerations have been expanded to include the
Victorian times, though often limited to selected case studies, none of which directly discusses

any aspect of Leighton’s landscape art. Apart from Lynn Merrill’s The Romance of Victorian

370 William Blake Richmond, ‘Lord Leighton and His Art,” The Nineteenth Century 39, no. 229 (1896),
469.

371 Merrill, The Romance of Victorian Natural History, 164, 185.

372 For a general bibliography on artistic and scientific intersections see for instance: David R. Topper
and John H. Holloway, ‘Interrelationships between the Visual Arts, Science and Technology: A
Bibliography,” Leonardo 13, no. 1 (1980): 29-33; and their ‘Interrelationships of the Arts, Sciences and
Technology: A Bibliographic Up-Date,” Leonardo 18, no. 3 (1985): 197-200.

373 Barbara Maria Stafford, Voyage into Substance: Art, Science, Nature, and the Illustrated Travel
Account, 1760-1840 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1984).
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375 376

Natural History,”” and John Gage’s Colour and Meaning,*’® most recently Anne Helmreich,
in Nature’s Truth,*’" and John Holmes, in The Pre-Raphaelites and Science,®”® have pushed

forward the study of the nineteenth-century artistic and scientific encounters.®”

Helmreich begins her discussion by posing the long-overdue questions: ‘Why was science
accorded such significance within British artistic circles over the course of the long nineteenth
century? Why and how did artists and art critics turn to science for inspiration and even
methodology?’*® To paint a more complete picture of these still under-researched crossovers,
the case study of Leighton, as a highly influential Victorian figure but overlooked due to his
less obvious contributions to the scientific explorations of nature, needs to be added to the
discourse. Holmes’s investigation of the scientific connections of the Pre-Raphaelites lacks the
inclusion of oil studies from nature, while Helmreich’s work focuses on the equally conspicuous
examples of the exhibited landscape art of Ruskin and John Brett, as well as the shared goal of
advancing a photographic thinking about landscape of the photographer Peter Henry Emerson
and the landscape painter George Clausen. Still, the conclusions about the latter artist are
relevant to the examination of Leighton’s landscape oeuvre not only thanks to the applicable
socio-historical approach, but also the context of his own promotion and support of Clausen’s

work.

A crucial shortcoming of the existing scholarship on nineteenth-century art and science is its
methodology, which considers almost exclusively the physical, easily observable aspects of
nature, such as botany and geology, and argues for their detailed, hyper-realistic depictions as
primary evidence for scientifically-informed artistic production. While these basic concerns can
be readily applied also to Leighton, few scholars have engaged with pictorial representations of
the more abstract, intangible subjects of nineteenth-century science — light, heat, or electricity
— other than the canonical narrative about the art of the French Impressionists. The Pre-
Raphaelite photographic visions of nature stemmed from the earlier nineteenth-century models

375 See note 361.

376 John Gage, Colour and Meaning: Art, Science and Symbolism (London: Thames and Hudson, 1999).
377 Anne Helmreich, Nature’s Truth: Photography, Painting and Science in Victorian Britain
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016).

378 See note 44.

379 The transfer of nineteenth-century science, particularly Darwin’s biological theories, to aspects of
artistic production is also treated by Rachel Teukolsky in The Literate Eye: Victorian Art Writing and
Modernist Aesthetics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

380 Helmreich, Nature’s Truth, 1.
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of scientific investigation, which employed a close and objective observation of nature, void of
an emotive response.8! With the increase of scientific inquiries into the unseen, impenetrable
forces from heat to magnetism, landscape art also developed new points of interest and new
modes of representation, being no longer trapped by the excruciating detail and the exactness
of tangible elements of nature. Salient to the framework for interpreting the acknowledgement
of these elusive natural phenomena in Victorian art and literature are the essays in The Sun is
God, a volume edited by J. B. Bullen.382

Despite previous negligence, in the recent years Leighton’s work has been finally gaining
attention of the scientifically-focused discourse. Keren Hammerschlag has demonstrated that
his exhibited paintings display an awareness of Victorian medicine, as well as of research into
the death-like states of consciousness achieved through hypnosis or mesmerism.* Guided by
the guestion of the extent to which Leighton was applying his scientific awareness to open-air
painting, the chapters of Part Il aim to expand the earlier scholarship on his scientific
engagement by examining his non-figurative art. My methodology continues to rely on the
visual analysis of his landscape pieces, while it acknowledges the artist’s writings and speeches,

as well as his biographical data, as auxiliary evidence.

To best demonstrate how important the consideration of Leighton’s interest in science is to his
perception of landscape, | will discuss The Temple of Philae [Fig. 94], by means of an
antithetical juxtaposition of interpretations. I will begin with a more conventional reading,
exemplified by Leonée and Richard Ormond’s assessment of the oil sketch as ‘Corotesque in
its classic formal construction, and its limpid quality of light>.3* I will then conclude Part II
with an analysis informed by the findings regarding the scientific disciplines in question — from
geology to physics. This case study is to unveil the overlooked components of Leighton’s

sketching practice and his complex thinking about landscape.

The Temple of Philae was painted during Leighton’s voyage on the Nile in 1868. It shows a

fragment of the site’s colonnade, now engulfed in ruins, overlooking the river and the mountains

381 Helmreich, Nature’s Truth, 63.

32 The Sun is God: Painting, Literature and Mythology in the Nineteenth Century, ed. J. B. Bullen
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989).

33 Keren Rosa Hammerschlag, Frederic Leighton: Death, Mortality, Resurrection (Abingdon:
Routledge, 2015). Still, Hammerschlag has omitted such potent evidence as the fact that Leighton owned
Byrom Bramwell’s Atlas of Clinical Medicine of 1892, published the year Leighton exhibited And the
Sea Gave Up the Dead Which Were in It, being a study of corpses.
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on the opposite bank. The painting is a carefully selected and symmetrically divided
composition, planned out on a set of diagonal lines running across the canvas — from the wings
of the colonnade to the distinct shadow it casts on the rocky foreground, and the mountain range
stretching in the opposite direction. The deliberately arranged dynamism of the scene points to
the conclusion that, although a faithful representation of the observed view, the painting was
nonetheless constructed on traditional principles, embedded in Leighton’s mind through
extensive academic training. This can be indeed observed in flanking the composition with two
rhythmical rows of columns, guiding the eye into the distance in a primarily linear perspective,

which creates the illusion of a single vantage point.3®

Further, the composition is conceived as two sets of corresponding themes in a reflection-like
manner: the dominant vertical accent of the two opposite wings of the colonnade is balanced
out by the horizontal matches: the wave-like rocky foreground mirrors the mountains
undulating in the distance, while the clear blue sky finds its equivalent in the strip of the calm
river below. There is also a sense of imposed continuity, as the foreground rubble is only subtly
divided from the distant mountains by the thin strip of the Nile, while the row of columns on

the left is perfectly aligned with the mountain tops.

On the whole, The Temple of Philae follows closely the classical landscape painting formula,
practiced by such old masters as Claude Lorrain [Fig. 95], with ‘arbitrarily placed darks in the
foreground, with sombre theatrical ‘wings’ of trees or buildings to right and left’, and ‘the scene
growing systematically paler towards a luminous horizon’.% Leighton dexterously emphasised
the fierce contrasts between the lit and shaded parts of the picture. The rocky foreground is
decidedly the darkest fragment, while the luminosity increasing towards the horizon is achieved
through the abrupt transition to the sunlit section of the rubble and the subsequent inclusion of
a light-blue strip of the Nile, enclosed with a chain of mountains whose slopes reflect the
powerful Egyptian sunlight.

Deliberate artistic processing of the natural world as a sign of the artist’s virtuosity and
intellectual abilities, understood as his co-creation rather than simply re-creation of nature, is
to be found in The Temple of Philae particularly in the treatment of the rocky ground. As a
photograph of 1862 [Fig. 96] demonstrates, in all the chaos of the rubble stand out regularly

cut blocks of granite, whereas in Leighton’s rendition the rocks lose their sharp edges,

385 See Crandell, Nature Pictorialized, 8.
38 Anthea Callen, Techniques of the Impressionists (London: Tiger Books International, 1990), 18.
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transitioning into fluid forms with softened contours. To provide counterbalance to the
unorganised mass, Leighton enclosed it within the two rows of columns which dictate the
rhythm of the composition. Half of the capitals on the left are completely blurred, which seems
to attest for only superficial interest in the architectural forms rather than archaeological
precision. In short, on the basis of The Temple of Philae it can be argued that Leighton’s open-
air sketches were informed by the established principles of landscape painting rather than by

his genuine ‘impressions of the effect’, of which he talked a decade earlier.®®’

387 Barrington, Life, 11, 49.
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Chapter 4

Leighton’s Scientific Network

The argument for Leighton’s interest in the concerns of modern science is not limited to
circumstantial evidence, and indeed should be introduced by his most public expressions of
such sympathies, which took place at the Royal Academy itself. The tradition of annual
banquets,®® attended by London’s intellectual elites, was highly revered as it offered these
versatile circles a chance for regular mingling. As Ruth Barton has explained, ‘the annual
dinners of specialist societies provided opportunities for sociability across the boundaries of
expertise. A suitable respondent to each of the many customary toasts was required.’*® As
President, from 1878 Leighton was directly overseeing the selection of speakers himself, and
was obliged to lead the proceedings of each banquet. The one of 1893 is especially notable, as

he introduced a toast to:

science, the illuminator which, if in its methods it is positive, yet in its operations
outstrips romance in her most daring flights [...]. With that branch of science in which
the element of the marvellous and the incommensurable is most strikingly felt — I mean
— the study of electricity — no living Englishman is more conspicuously associated than
the honoured President of the Royal Society, Lord Kelvin, who permits me to call on

him to-night.
To this, William Thomson responded:

| feel the President has shown a forgetful and amiable disposition in what he has said of
science. | am afraid there are many who do not look on science in the same spirit as that
with which Sir Frederic Leighton has on this occasion, as on all previous occasions,
expressed himself with regard to it. [...] It shows an exceedingly friendly spirit on the
part of the President to receive science in the way he has received it. Nor had he said
too much for science; when he said it was full of wonders. Science is presented to us not

as an entgaotterte natur [Sic] — it is not a God-forsaken, a soulless nature, consisting of

38 Anne Helmreich is one of very few scholars to draw on the Royal Academy banquets as a paramount
insight into the art-science relationship: Nature’s Truth, 80-85.

39 Ruth Barton, The X Club: Power and Authority in Victorian Science (Chicago and London: The
University of Chicago Press, 2018), 386.
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force and light, chemicals and crystals, deprived of thoughts of God, deprived of life,

which science contemplates.>*

This previously unrecognised statement by Thomson is not merely a commonplace act of
cordiality, but indeed serves as critical proof of Leighton’s high awareness of the revelations of
modern science, as well as of the heated religious debates concerning the seemingly godless
implications of scientific materialism. The very invitation Leighton extended to the leading
physicist, not an anatomist, botanist or geologist, whose disciplines were much more directly
linked to the observational nature of art and the Academy’s educational programme, suggests
his desire to interact not just with any scientific professionals, but with the intellectual
spearheads. What, then, was the path which led to Leighton’s ‘exceedingly friendly spirit’

towards the wonders of modern science, and why is it important to his landscape art?

Looking back decades earlier, Leighton displayed broad knowledge in a wide range of

disciplines already in his youth. As George Aitchison recorded of a day in 1860:

I remember a summer afternoon | spent with him, [George Heming] Mason, and
[Arthur] Murch on the terrace at the Crystal Palace, when he gave vent to his freest

criticism on books, artists, philosophy, science, and the methods of teaching.3*

The demonstrated awareness of current matters, somewhat perplexing in its scope as well as in
its early manifestation, suggests Leighton’s lively interest in scientific and philosophical topics
which, by extension, are likely reflected in his art. The context of the Crystal Palace as
background for such discourses is compelling itself, as its displays paved way for scientific and
industrial innovations. Importantly, 1860 was a pivotal year for science at the Royal Academy,
as not only did Leighton debut as a landscapist with his Capri—Sunrise, but also William Dyce,
who similarly to Leighton came from a medical family, showed his Pegwell Bay, Kent,
notorious for its scientific observations ranging from the coastal strata to the passing comet.>%2
A large portion of Leighton’s knowledge undoubtedly came from reading. As Emilie

Barrington explained:

30 ‘Royal Academy Banquet,” Times, no. 33939 (1 May 1893), 10.

391 Barrington, Life, 11, 118.

392 See Marcia Pointon, ‘Geology and Landscape Painting in Nineteenth-Century England,” in Images
of the Earth: Essays in the History of the Environmental Sciences, 2nd ed., ed. Ludmilla J. Jordanova
and Roy Porter (Oxford: The Alden Press, 1997), 115-123.
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Though Leighton persisted in affirming that he hardly ever read, the number of letters,
and answers to letters from scholars, referring to poems and general literature, which
exist in the correspondence he preserved, prove that if he did not read nevertheless

somehow got a knowledge of the inside of books. 3%

In fact, the artist made a point of stressing his intellectual over manual labour. His library was
“filled with rare books on every conceivable subject and in many languages’,*** and of similar
arrangement were the bookcases in his studio, as seen in a number of photographs taken in the
1880s and 1890s. The southern wall lined up with his open-air sketches provides a direct link
between his painting practice and the broad knowledge accumulated through his library, which
Leighton emphasised in carefully staged photographs of the studio. His surroundings attested
to his conviction that ‘a man [...] must have a wide acquaintance with man and nature, [...]
must be a student of books, must have a knowledge far beyond the mere boundaries of his
especial art.”>® Leighton’s ownership of such books as Nicolo Tartalea’s Nova Scientia
(1537)%% proves some interest even in the history of science. Still, perhaps the most significant
title in his library was Fragments of Science for Unscientific People (1871) by John Tyndall 3’
whose work on energy physics, gases and optics gained him as much esteem as his glacial

studies.3%®

No previous scholarship has recognised the significance of such publications in Leighton’s
library, nor has directly identified the personal connection of the artist and Tyndall, alongside
its potent implications.3® Indeed, analysis of Leighton’s social life, both private and
institutional, places him at the very centre of cornerstone discoveries and developments in
virtually all disciplines, from palaeontology, through physics, to archaeology. This chapter will

posit him within London’s intellectual milieu, taking cue from Anne Helmreich in finding ‘the

393 Barrington, Life, 11, 306.

3% Virginia Butler, ‘An Hour at Sir Frederick Leighton’s,” Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine 52 (1893),
465.

3% bid.

3% Christie, Manson and Woods, Catalogue of the Valuable Library, lot 203,

397 Ibid., lot 117.

398 See Roland Jackson, The Ascent of John Tyndall: Victorian Scientist, Mountaineer, and Public
Intellectual (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

39 So far, only Matthew Potter has vaguely recognised that ‘Leighton corresponded with leading
members of London’s intelligentsia’, and that Tyndall was among the guests of the Royal Academy
banquets: The Inspirational Genius of Germany: British Art and Germanism, 1850-1939 (Manchester
and New York: Manchester University Press, 2012), 110.
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patterns of significance within that web of connections’.*%° Leighton’s lifelong relationship with
Tyndall is a key to unlocking the artist’s engagement with modern science, and its potential

applications to his landscape art.

Unfortunately, not much has remained of the once abundant correspondence between Tyndall
and Leighton, possibly destroyed by the artist’s sisters. Emilie Barrington referenced letters
from the scientist among the ‘affectionate notes’ she had collected from an array of prominent
figures who knew Leighton.*®! Yet, the only surviving piece of correspondence between the

two which has been identified with certainty is Tyndall’s letter of 1890:
My dear Leighton

Twice in my life - the latest attack occurring several years ago, | have been assailed by
gout! It has always occurred after | had overstrained the muscles of my foot by rough
walking. To my chagrin, disappointment, and pain, | found myself yesterday morning
unable to set my foot upon the ground. This cut off the delight I always feel in attending
your annual dinner. It was a most accursed dispensation that this calamity should

descend upon me at such a time.

I sometimes ask myself whether your excellent father is still alive. He was of ripe age
when | saw him last. His kindly dignity and liberality made him a great favourite with
me. And surely the evening of his life must have been rendered an [sic] ‘evening glow’

by the career of his son.*%2

Crucially, Tyndall sent the letter from his house in Haslemere, not from London where the two
would not need to exchange correspondence, being in frequent contact with each other in both
public and private settings — from the institutional banquets, to mingling at the Athenaeum Club
and parties in shared circles. Although brief, the letter confirms Tyndall’s regular attendance at
Leighton’s famed spring music parties, in addition to seeing him in official capacity at the Royal
Academy banquets. Moreover, in 1887 Leighton ‘responded for “Art”” at the banquet at the
Royal Institution dedicated to Tyndall’s retirement, despite being simultaneously tied by
obligations at the Royal Academy.**® The following year, the scientist reported that ‘Leighton

400 Helmreich, Nature’s Truth, 16.

401 Barrington, Life, I, xiii.

402 |_etter dated 4 May 1890, LH/1/1/5/T/T9, Leighton House Museum, London.
403 ‘Banquet to Professor Tyndall,” The Times, no. 32112 (30 June 1887), 10.
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has asked me to reply for Science at the Banquet of the Royal Academy, and | have consented.
I must compose something short and sweet’.*?* Leighton introduced him that year as an ‘old

friend’, % which suggests their long-term friendship already at this stage.

Tyndall’s letter of 1890 points also to his acquaintance with Leighton’s father, an established

408 \where Tyndall was professor of physics. It

physician and a member of the Royal Institution,
IS noteworthy that Frederic Septimus Leighton’s own scientific background and initial
reluctance regarding his son’s artistic inclinations could have led Leighton junior to pursue
active interactions with London’s intellectual elites, so as to convince his father of his own
scholarly capabilities. As a later biographer claimed, ‘Dr Leighton’s intention was for his young
son to follow his own profession. With this idea he was well grounded in the classics, chemistry,
anatomy and kindred subjects’.*®” Perhaps Leighton’s father was later comforted by such

achievements as his ‘large gold medal for Science’ won at the Jubilee Exhibition of the Berlin

Royal Academy in 1886.4%

Tyndall’s role in disseminating scientific knowledge was crucial, and his lectures drew varied
crowds. In fact, the Royal Institution was notable for initiating public lectures even on non-
scientific topics in order to attract wider interest and funding.*®® Even among the scientific
lectures there were certainly some that could be of immediate interest to artists, particularly
those experimenting with pigments, such as the discourse on colour by James Clerk Maxwell
of 1871.#1° The Royal Institution lectures were altogether a social affair as much as instructive
sessions, as demonstrates a cartoon published in 1885 in Punch, A Merry Meeting at the Royal
Institution, depicting a lecture on evolution delivered by ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’, the biologist
Thomas Henry Huxley [Fig. 97]. Apart from such figures as Tyndall, in the bottom right corner,
in the audience also Leighton appears to be present, accompanied by a lady [Fig. 98]. Another

404 Letter from Tyndall to Thomas Archer Hisrts dated 22 April 1888, RI MS JT/1/T/776, Royal
Institution, London.

4% ‘The Royal Academy Banquet,” Times, no. 32379 (7 May 1888), 12.

4% The earliest found records of Leighton’s father as member are dated to 1837: RI MS AD/12/E/03/E,
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portrayal of the artist by Harry Furniss in Punch from the previous month is indeed close to the
one in question and confirms Leighton’s depiction in the audience of Huxley’s lecture [Fig. 99].
While this was likely a generic rather than a specific illustration of a particular event, it certainly

represented the regular crowd at the Royal Institution.

Perhaps a testimony to an even earlier stage of Leighton’s and Tyndall’s acquaintance is a letter

from the scientist to a certain ‘Mr Leighton’ of 1875:

| send you with a great many thanks, and a great many apologies for having kept it so

long, the book which you were so obliging as to send me last year.

Towards the end of this week new editions of my books on “Sound” and “Light” will, I
hope be published by the Mes®™. Longman. | have requested them to send you copies of

both, and you would do me a favour if you would accept them with my best wishes.*!!

Although it appears more plausible that the letter was addressed to John Leighton, a fellow
member of the Royal Institution who was in active contact with Tyndall in 1874,4? the
importance of the success of the scientist’s publications is paramount to understanding his
influence on the broader cultural production. The renewed editions to which Tyndall is
referring, not listed as part of Leighton’s library unlike Fragments of Science, are likely the
ones of 1875, published not long after his American tour with Six Lectures on Light, delivered
in 1872-1873.* Tyndall’s international popularising of science speaks volumes of his
widespread influence. According to the physicist Herman von Helmholtz, who translated
Tyndall’s work into German, the wide demand especially for his Fragments of Science stemmed

not from ‘empty, barren curiosity but rather from a well-justified intellectual need”.** The book

41 |etter of 12 June 1875, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia. | am grateful to Roland
Jackson for sharing a transcript with me.

M2 Tyndall’s letter of November 1874 mentions a ‘Mr. Leighton’ in regard to Michael Faraday’s
Memorial (I am grateful to Gowan Dawson for this information). This was almost certainly John
Leighton, who — as Tyndall informed — indeed advocated placement of the statue at the British Museum:
John Leighton, ‘The Faraday Memorial,” The Times, no. 28785 (13 November 1876), 6.

413 John Tyndall, Six Lectures on Light: Delivered in America in 1872-1873 (London: Longmans, Green
and, Co., 1873).

414 David Cahan, ‘Helmholtz and the Civilizing Power of Science,” in Hermann von Helmholtz and the
Foundations of Nineteenth-Century Science, ed. David Cahan (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1993), 594.
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was aimed at non-scientific audiences, therefore naturally more accessible than academic

publications, though it was certainly more than an idle read.

It is far from coincidental that Ruskin published The Eagle’s Nest: Ten Lectures on the Relation
of Natural Science to Art (1872) a year after Fragments of Science, whose essays it even quoted.
In 1872, and undoubtedly with The Eagle’s Nest in mind, Ruskin told his students at Oxford
that ‘of all writers on art [...] there is no one who appeals so often as I do to physical science’,**®
a statement further confirming his serious ambitions about assuming the role of a chief
translator of scientific matters into the artistic realm. Francis O’Gorman has underlined that
Tyndall was among the scientists ‘whom Ruskin read, heard and corresponded with in the
1870s.”41® Their relations were strained, however, as Ruskin opposed the ‘godless’ scientific
materialism for which Tyndall was notorious, and mounted a relentless campaign of attacks
against him, which culminated in the Fors Clavigera pamphlet of October 1873.#” While The
Eagle’s Nest was not individually listed by Christie’s in 1896, Leighton’s library contained

numerous works by Ruskin, and it might have been omitted as one of the ‘and others’; indeed,

a similar fate could have been shared by more works by Tyndall.

Importantly, William Blake Richmond saw Leighton’s official art largely as the embodiment
of the Ruskinian concept, stating that he ‘painted scientifically, not emotionally’,*!8 his art being
‘highly educated, very scientific, and restrained.”**® Leighton’s calculated, methodical approach
to his Academy submissions was counterbalanced by the ‘private’ activity of sketching from
nature, though still characterised by meticulous observation and accuracy of depiction. While
his experimentation with plein air painting was not meant to serve scientific purposes directly,
it was nonetheless a means through which he was studying the laws and constitutions of nature.
His landscape oils seem to be balancing between scientific sensitivity and artistic sensibility.

This additional quality in Leighton’s work comes as no surprise given the widespread influence

of Ruskin’s mediation between art and science, but also the increasingly intensified efforts of

415 Quoted in Alexander, ‘Ruskin and Science,” 508.

416 O’Gorman, ‘Ruskin, Science, and the Miracles of Life,” 287.
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Tide, 45-64.
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the scientists themselves to educate the Victorian society. As Bernard Lightman has observed,
‘professional scientists such as Huxley and Tyndall account for only a small portion of the
works of Victorian popularizers of science’.*?® Of no lesser relevance to the Victorian culture
were nineteenth-century periodicals which functioned as a platform for artistic and scientific
exchanges. Such titles as the Cornhill Magazine, Blackwood’s, or Macmillan’s Magazine were
widely read, and regularly interwove articles on artistic and scientific matters.*?! Even Walter
Pater’s essays, later published collectively as Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873),
first came out in The Fortnightly Review, a prominent journal which encompassed crucial
articles on art, literature and science.*?? Pater undoubtedly contributed to the application of
thermodynamic terminology by art critics. In The Renaissance, he acknowledged, for instance,
‘amagic web woven through and through us, like the magnetic system of which modern science
speaks, penetrating us with a network, subtler than our subtlest nerves, yet bearing in it the
central forces of the world’.*?® Echoes of these scientific allusions can be also found in
Leighton’s Academy Address of 1885, in which he talked about ‘various phases of energy or of

decay’, and phenomena ‘interwoven with the inner life’.#?*

In his quest for knowledge, the artist was aided by the publications to which he had access at
gentlemen’s clubs and the London Library. The city’s topographical context itself was perhaps
not without significance as the Royal Academy’s Burlington House is situated in close
proximity not only to the London Library and the Athenaeum Club, but also to the Royal
Institution and especially the Royal Society. Leighton notoriously belonged to a high number
of exclusive clubs,*?® yet his favourite was the Athenaeum, founded to attract ‘Literary and
Scientific men and followers of the Fine Arts’. As Ruth Barton has written, ‘The Athenaecum,
representing both social standing and intellectual achievement, was the organizational

embodiment of cultural authority.”*?® Leighton was put forward to become a member already
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in 1855, and among the ‘members who think proper to certify to the eligibility of a Candidate
from personal acquaintance or knowledge of his works’ were none others than Tyndall and
Huxley.*?” Despite this impressive support, Leighton did not reach the ballot until 1866, the
same year the infamous X Club moved there its headquarters. It was formed of a group of nine
thinkers, including Tyndall and Huxley, who virtually lobbied London’s scientific

institutions.*?8

Eventually, Leighton came to enjoy a high status within the Athenaeum, having the authority
to determine new candidates’ applications.*?® A print illustrating the club’s Ballot Day of 1892
depicts the artist as arguably the most superior figure, reclining in an armchair in the
foreground, casually holding a folded newspaper and pensively gazing into the distance [Fig.
100]. Meanwhile, such prominent figures as Thomson and Huxley are seated in the farther
planes and are far less noticeable. Perhaps not coincidentally, the same pose is to be found in
Leighton’s photographic portrait from the previous year, seated in his studio against the
backdrop of his landscape studies [Fig. 4]. Moreover, various accounts describe Leighton’s
active mingling with the scientific circles at the Club. The Kew Gardens Director William

Turner Thiselton-Dyer stated that:

He used often to dine in evening dress at a small table behind a screen at the door of the
coffee-room at the Athenaeum. In the corner adjoining this is a round table known as
Abraham’s Bosom, as it was once frequented by Abraham Hayward. Here, on Royal
Society days, we often had a lively scientific party. Leighton often found it impossible

to keep aloof, and joined the fun.*3°

Once President, Leighton was invited to speak at the Royal Society’s annual banquets, however
upon at least one occasion, in 1893, he declined.**! In addition, between 1884 and 1889 he was

attending the Society’s conversazioni (public meetings), concerned with the effects of the

%27 See the Leighton’s Certificate of Candidate for Ballot, reproduced in Bailey, ‘Leighton — Public and
Private Lives,” 22.
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eruption of Krakatoa, alongside such prominent figures as Huxley.**? Leighton’s active
interactions with the Royal Society, both private and official, not only signal his engagement
with the leading scientific circles, but are also reminiscent of Turner, who ‘was among the most
scientifically engaged artists of his generation, attending lectures at the Royal Society as well
as the famous evening soirées hosted by mathematician Charles Babbage and frequented by
scientific luminaries, such as Lyell and Darwin’.**® In spite of Turner’s evident intellectual
thirst, Ruskin argued that he did not paint a view of Scarborough ‘as a professor of physical
science, to show you the level of low tide [...]. He painted this to show you the daily course of
quiet human work and happiness’.*3* To Ruskin, civilization and progress were not a result of
rejection of nature, but in fact stemmed directly from it. His viewpoint was still in line with the
increasingly outdated natural theology, that nature was not just a conscious creation, but that it

was created specifically for man.

Leighton’s most immediate environment was perhaps more open to the ideas of modern science
than Ruskin. Anne Helmreich has pointed out that already Francis Grant, at the Royal Academy
banquet of 1867, offered a toast to the Royal Society, in which he exhorted both circles to strive
for ‘a more intimate and tangible union [..] between science and art.’*®® Leighton’s own
inclination to keep that connection alive was therefore a natural extension of his predecessor’s
aims. In fact, if not already around 1855, when Tyndall supported his candidacy for the
Athenaeum Club, Leighton could have met him in 1868, precisely at a Royal Academy banquet
hosted by Grant which they both attended.*%

In later years, both Tyndall and Huxley were often recruited to deliver scientific replies at the
Academy, the latter even ‘regularly’.*" Indeed, as early as in 1872, before his own presidency,

Leighton could have heard Tyndall’s speech, proclaiming there is ‘no reason why Art and
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Science should not dwell together in amity’, since ‘They are both suitors of the same mistress,
Nature’.*® In 1883, Huxley similarly came to defend the close relation of science and art as
‘the obverse and reverse of Nature’s medal’. In a particularly fervent speech which expanded
on a previous toast by Matthew Arnold, referring to science as a ‘monstrum horrendum’, he
discussed the current animosity towards modern science through a parable pertaining to one of

the myths from Ovid:

I think there are many persons who look upon this new birth of our times as a sort of
monster rising out of the sea of modern thought with the purpose of devouring the
Andromeda of Art. And now and then a Perseus, equipped with the shoes of swiftness
of the ready writer [...] shows himself ready to try conclusions with the scientific

dragon.**®

Perhaps Huxley’s powerful metaphor inspired Leighton, who remarkably painted the theme
twice, exhibiting Perseus and Andromeda in 1891 and leaving Perseus on Pegasus still
unfinished upon his death in January 1896. Indeed, Leighton’s admiration for Huxley is
reflected in the fact that he introduced him at the banquet as ‘one of the most fearless, keen, and
lucid intellects which have ever grappled with the problems of natural science and set them
solved before us.”**° The two mingled in a more intimate setting already in 1879, at Lawrence
Alma-Tadema’s show night,**! and in 1886 they arranged for a private meeting.**? Huxley was
not the first Darwin supporter with whom Leighton had amicable relations — as early as in 1868

he was in contact with Charles Kingsley, author of The Water Babies (1863).44

The interactions of the artistic and scientific worlds notably took place also in the pages of the
weekly scientific journal Nature, founded and edited by the astronomer Norman Lockyer who
himself attended the Royal Academy banquets regularly.*** Already in 1869, he employed John

Brett (also a member of the Astronomical Society) to produce an article on the ‘Natural Science
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at the Royal Academy’.**® Lockyer himself contributed reviews of the exhibitions in 1878,
1883, 1887 and 1891, as well as considered developing them into a book to be entitled The
Scientific Aspects of Art.**® In one of the reviews, Lockyer was judging a selection of exhibited
landscapes according to such natural phenomena as: sky colour, clouds, distance and
atmosphere, sunsets, moons, water, reflection and snowstorms.**’ He justified the need for

approaching artworks from a scientific perspective due to the fact that:

Landscape painting has as close a connection with physical science as figure painting
has with anatomy, and we cannot help thinking it is because physical science has not
been sufficiently taught in our public schools, that our landscape painting is, if we are

to judge by this year’s pictures, not advancing, but almost retrograding.**8

Lockyer certainly recognised the potential of the Royal Academy and other popular exhibition
spaces in London for their role in visually communicating to wide audiences what the popular
scientific texts often failed to convey. Art writers themselves came to realise the importance of
the art-science dialogue, with Ruskin and Pater paving the way. In 1871, Philip Gilbert
Hamerton, who around that time wrote also about Leighton, published a collection of essays,
including ‘Can Science Help Art?’,**® whereas in 1890 several essays by John Addington
Symonds dealt with evolutionary notions and their artistic implications, as well as a discourse

‘On the Relation of Art to Science and Morality”.*°

Within the Royal Academy itself, reforms began to take place under Leighton’s leadership.
Already in 1876, he proposed introducing the ‘Members’ Methods of Procedure’, surveys
registering the techniques and materials used for works shown at the Academy.*®! In 1879,
Arthur Herbert Church was appointed Professor of Chemistry and, even if the initiative came
forward organically rather than was directly instigated by Leighton,*®? it is crucial to

acknowledge that he was receptive to the needs of the times. Tim Barringer has emphasised
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that ‘The broader, social mission of the Royal Academy was to demonstrate that the artist was
a gentlemanly intellectual and not an artisan’.*>® Leighton undoubtedly saw this as a great
opportunity to develop his own knowledge as much as the Academy’s educational programme.
It is evident by how he immersed himself in the correspondence with Church, discussing his
own experiments with pigments, vehicles and varnishes.*** In fact, Matthew Potter attributes
this inquisitive nature regarding the physical properties of pigments to ‘alchemical traditions,

in which quasi-scientific experiments with colours take on metaphysical “higher truth”’.4%

43 Barringer, Opulence and Anxiety, 10.
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Chapter 5

Botany and Geology

In 1894, a reviewer of Leighton’s landscape exhibition at the Royal Society of British Artists
described ‘sketches distinguished by no names, but dealing in each case with specific matters
such as tree-trunks, rocks, or bits of green hillside’.**® Studies of botanical and geological motifs
represent two quintessential elements of the fabric of nature, which Leighton’s open-air work
occasionally singled out as chief subjects. They also signal the importance of basic acquaintance
with these two disciplines to a landscape painter. Even Tyndall, in his ‘short and sweet’ speech
of 1888, concluded:

This is not saying that all the geology in the world, or all the botany in the world, could
create an artist. [...] rules and principles, I take it, just as little as geology and botany,
can create the artist. [...] In this respect Art and Science are identical — that to reach
their highest outcome and achievement they must pass beyond knowledge and culture,
which are understood by all, to inspiration and creative power, which pass the

understanding even of him who possesses them in the highest degree.*>’

In short, Tyndall recognised that, while it takes elevated talent to produce a true work of art,
basic knowledge of nature is an indispensable foundation for every artist. Indeed, Hamerton
wrote insightfully about the interconnection of the three core disciplines taught at academies:
‘Botany is primarily the anatomy of plants, and geology the anatomy of the earth’.**® Despite
Ruskin’s notorious exhortations for some scientific education of artists, Edward Alexander has
pointed out that his ‘revelation did not transform him from a painter into a scientist. But it did
show him that the reverent concern of the botanist and the geologist for natural forms must be
emulated by the artist who would be truthful to nature’.*® Of a similarly reserved tone was

Emilie Barrington’s statement that ‘It was no knowledge of botany which enabled Leighton and
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Millais to reproduce the structure of plants so perfectly that they evoked unmitigated admiration

as botanical studies from so high an authority on botany as Sir W. C. Thistleton Dyer [sic].’*®°

The observational nature of botany and geology positioned the artist close to the scientist in
shared methodology, although their purposes remained different. As Whistler maintained, ‘[The
artist] looks at [nature’s] flower, not with the enlarging lens, that he may gather facts for the
botanist, but with the light of the one who sees in her choice selection of brilliant tones and
delicate tints, suggestions of future harmonies.’*®* Still, the Pre-Raphaelites’ detailed, often
verging on hyper-realistic, rendition of plant-life and rocks is usually the basis for any argument
about their scientific agenda.“®? In fact, it can be argued that the common denominator for the
semi-scientific accuracy of botanical depictions by Leighton, Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites
was simply the act of close observation. At an analogous conclusion about the purely artistic
utility of flora in visual representations arrived William Turner Thiselton-Dyer, director of the

Kew Gardens, after a meeting with Leighton:

I took him through the Queen’s Cottage grounds to show him the sheets of wild
hyacinth. He admitted their beauty, but remarked that the effect was not pictorial. That,
I think, was Leighton’s point of view. With an intense feeling for beauty, he had little
or none for Nature pure and simple. His art was essentially selective, and I think he took
most pleasure at Kew in the more or less artificial products of the gardener’s art. What

he sought was subtle effects of form and colour.*%

And yet, there is only a handful of Leighton’s plant studies in oil and watercolour in comparison
to the innumerable drawings, by definition monochromatic. As Barrington insightfully noted:

Though his direct study from Nature mostly took the form, in later years, of sketching
in oil colour views in different countries in which he travelled, Leighton showed to the
end of his life his great delight in flowers by continuing to make sketches from them. In
1895, at Malinmore, he was fascinated by the sea-thistle, and there are four pages in a
sketch-book devoted to rapid sketches of the plant, callantra, which he made there.
Notes are written on the first sketch indicating the colours [Fig. 101].4%

460 Barrington, Life, 11, 32.

461 James McNeill Whistler, Mr Whistler’s ‘Ten O’Clock’ (London: Chatto and Windus, 1888), 15.
462 See for instance Holmes, The Pre-Raphaelites and Science.

463 1pid., I, 2109.

464 Barrington, Life, I, 218-9.
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Indeed, Leighton’s botany is most evident in his drawings, with which he was able to achieve
the highest degree of detail and precision, and which are systematic, if not fully scientific, in
being carefully annotated, and even in presenting particular stages of plant growth.*¢®> Making
studies for specific pictures does not seem to have motivated all of the countless unused flower
motifs, including the records of growth stages, largely unexplainable from an artistic point of
view.%®® In the acute attention to detail and high level of accuracy of Leighton’s pencil works,
Christopher Newall has emphasised the influence of Ruskin’s The Elements of Drawing (1857),
which called for applying an intensified observation as a semi-scientific means. According to
Newall, the draughtsman’s duty was to see the essential characteristics of his chosen subjects,
so that a botanist would be able to analyse and identify a specimen.*®” Apart from the Ruskinian
‘truth to nature’ principle, Newall has also recognised the importance of Leighton’s continental
education and the impact of botanical studies by such Nazarene artists as Friedrich Olivier and

Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld, as well as by Leighton’s venerated master Eduard von Steinle.*®

The assiduous production of drawings was Leighton’s primary form of specimen collection,
although it was not limited to visual records. As early as in September 1856, W. C. Cartwright
exhorted Leighton, staying in Rome, to procure specimens of ‘stone pinecones’ and ‘a hundred
cork acorns’ for his English estates, promising pathetically: ‘You know probably the trees would
get to be called L. pines and Leighton oaks, which is one way to immortality if Orpheus and
Eurydice won’t help you.’#%® On the other hand, obtaining a plant specimen was at times a part
of Leighton’s preparation for a picture. Most notably, this was the case with The Return of
Persephone of 1891 [Fig. 102], about which Thiselton-Dyer recalled that the artist:

had been in Capri, and had seen on the rocks a blue flower which he wished to introduce
in the foreground. We made out what it was, and sent him tracings from plates and
sketches from herbarium specimens. These did not satisfy him, and he ultimately sent
to Capri for the living plant. He worked hard at it, and | do not doubt, produced a very

beautiful piece of colour [...]. [Ultimately Leighton] thought it destroyed the balance of

465 See ibid., I1, 375.

466 Such as the studies of buds and flowers of cyclamen, drawn in October 1856 at Tivoli, and supplied
with colour annotations: ‘stem onion col / flow. pale pink / 2 streaks of lake’: LH/D/978, Leighton House
Museum, London.

%67 Christopher Newall, ‘Three Botanical Studies, Capri, 1859,” in A Victorian Master, 46.

468 Christopher Newall, ‘Study of a Lemon Tree, Capri, 1859, in A Victorian Master, 51.

469 Barrington, Life, I, 286.
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his colour scheme, and painted it out. But | have always felt sad to think of the beautiful

work that lay buried there.*"°

An account of the picture before the overpainting proves the importance of its botanical aspects

to the titular theme of the earth’s rebirth:

Among these flowers are two bunches of the Campanula fragilis — the beautiful purple
blossoms of which grow wild upon the rocks of Capri. In the foremost part of the
foreground is a wild fig-tree, and an almond-tree in full blossom at the back indicates

the time of year to be spring.#’

Leighton’s plant and flower depictions were clearly identifiable, and his determination to
examine and paint a live specimen bears testimony to his pursuit of the Ruskinian ‘truth to
nature’ — applying scientific diligence to an artistic purpose. His decision to overpaint the blue
flower, despite all the effort and complex logistics, reveals the priority he placed on the aesthetic
rather than the virtuosic outcome. Nonetheless, Leighton’s ‘botanical’ work stood out among

fellow painters, whose overall achievements Thiselton-Dyer scrutinised rather harshly:

I am always at war with artists for their undisciplined and mostly incompetent treatment
of vegetation: drawing and anatomy are usually defective to an instructed eye, such
faults would be intolerable in the figure. Their presence robs me of much pleasure in
looking at Burne-Jones’ pictures. I imagine he mostly made his plants up out of his head.
Ruskin, with all his talk, was both unobservant and careless. Millais, on the other hand,
though | am not aware that he ever had any botanical training, by sheer force of insight
paints plants in a way to which the most fastidious botanist can take no exception. [...]
Sir Joseph Hooker has always complained that the Royal Academy has never given any
encouragement to accurate plant drawing. [...] Leighton aimed at beauty by selection
and discipline. Millais in his later work looked only to general effect and balance, but
as to detail was content to faithfully reproduce, and did not select at all. [...] I am told,
and quite believe it, that [Leighton’s] pencil studies from plants are as fine as anything

that has ever been done.*?

470 1bid., 220-221.
471 “Private Views in the Artists’ Studios,” Pall Mall Gazette, no. 8111 (19 March 1891), 2.
472 Barrington, Life, I, 219-220.
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It may be somewhat surprising that a leading botanist would engage with the works of painters
so seriously and critically. Yet the scholarly concern for artistic delivery, demonstrated also by
Hooker’s scolding about the lack of proper botanical training at the Academy, suggests a
profound awareness of the impact art had on conveying knowledge to general public, much like
Lockyer’s reviews of the Royal Academy exhibitions. Moreover, Thiselton-Dyer’s critique of
Ruskin overturns the myth of his own fulfilment of the ‘truth to nature’ ideal involving
scrupulous observation of the minutest natural forms, a fallacy he perpetuated with utmost

zeal 4”3

Although Leighton’s drawings are the most evident signs of his botanical efforts, his oil
sketches, by default not as precise, still display sensibility to these elements of landscape. For
instance, among his sketches shown in 1894 was a ‘study of the forms of pine trees, a group of
them, the trunks red and rough, on an Italian hillside.”*’* It appears, then, that Leighton included
the environmental context of the depicted pine grove instead of artificially singling out the trees
solely for their shapes and colours. Still, at least some of these untraced pine sketches, painted
at San Rossore, were made in preparation for The Daphnephoria (1874-1876),%” which signals

their purely artistic purpose.

Nonetheless, already Leighton’s very first exhibited landscape pictures, products of the 1859
stay in Capri, were ostentatious demonstrations of the young artist’s botanising skills, not worse
than those of the Pre-Raphaelites. Garden of an Inn, Capri [Fig. 103], shown at the Academy
in 1861, is dedicated to the rich, though seemingly untamed horticulture planted in the garden
of the famous Pagano’s Hotel, which included the ‘magnificent palm’, as Baedeker’s guide
described it in 1867.4® This botanical landmark indeed seems to be the centrepiece of
Leighton’s composition, though it does not overshadow or vividly dominate over other
elements. The foreground opulence of versatile green foliage occupies the lower half of the
canvas and its sketchy finish adds to the vibrancy of the garden in bloom. The scene’s unusually
low viewpoint and the untamed explosion of the vegetation openly reject what Martin Meisel

has identified as the ‘post-Raphaelite academic practice (the “slosh” of conventionalized

473 See for instance Dinah Birch, ‘Ruskin and the Science of “Proserpina”,” in New Approaches to
Ruskin: Thirteen Essays, ed. Robert Hewison (London, Boston and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1981), 142-56.

474 “The Royal Society of British Artists,” The Standard, no. 21942 (30 October 1894), 3.

475 Christopher Newall, ‘The Daphnephoria,” in Frederic Leighton, 177.

476 Christopher Newall, ‘Garden of an Inn, Capri,” in Frederic Leighton, 116.
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representational strategies of principal and secondary lights, foreground darkness, toned and
limited plates, and the rest).”*”” For one of his first landscape pieces to be shown at the
Academy, Leighton certainly made a point of boldly turning his back on tradition.

The artist’s painting more closely linked to the landscape art legacy, The Villa Malta, Rome
[Fig. 104], features two prominent cypresses flanking the titular building. Standing taller than
the villa itself, their majestic presence is rendered with short, rapid strokes of brush loaded with
opaque paint. Although it did not achieve a high level of finish, this technique successfully
captured the anatomy of the thick and heavy foliage, emphatically contrasted against the
backdrop of the clear blue sky. Flora in the sketch, among it another palm tree, engrosses the
white-washed villa with its full bloom. This signals the superior power of nature and is also
reminiscent of the foreground in the Garden of an Inn, Capri. Leighton’s peculiar vision
perhaps consciously references Valenciennes’ two poplars towering over the farm buildings of
the Villa Farnese [Fig. 105], similarly arranged against the undisturbed expanse of a blue sky.
A deliberate repetition of this motif would signify Leighton’s awareness of the open-air

sketching tradition in Italy, and indeed his attempt to position himself within it.

These early encounters with Italian landscape provided the young artist with a plethora of not
only botanical, but also geological studies. In Capri, as many artists before and after him,
Leighton painted the famous Faraglioni Rocks [Fig. 106]. However, in his sketch the ‘rocks of
the sirens’ are vaguely seen in the distance, while the focal point is one of the large coastal
boulders in the area around La Fontelina [Fig. 107]. By selecting a sweeping view with easily
identifiable formations in the background, Leighton allowed for a survey of the landscape that
provides an environmental context for the sedimentary limestone rock in the foreground [Fig.
108]. Its rugged, porous structure eroded by water is conveyed through punctuated daubs of
colour, ranging from dark brown in the shaded parts, to whitened greys where it is sunlit.
Leighton’s attention to the geological features of specific formations is further demonstrated by
comparison with his later rendition of the sandstone rocks on the Isle of Chios [Fig. 109], where
he applied long brushstrokes loaded with white and yellow paint, suggesting more fluidity and

smoothness of form. The artist painted also a view currently known as Rocks, Capri (Appendix

41" Martin Meisel, ‘Half Sick of Shadows: The Aesthetic Dialogue in Pre-Raphaelite Painting,” in Nature
and the Victorian Imagination, ed. U. C. Knoepflmacher and G. B. Tennyson (Berkeley and London:
University of California Press, 1977), 311.
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I1, cat. 14), concentrated solely on a singular coastal formation, and anticipating his close-up

studies of rocks in Scotland.

A year before Leighton’s trip to Capri, John Brett, an initial disciple of Ruskin and later a fellow
of the Royal Astronomical Society, painted the infamous Val d’Aosta which, according to
Ruskin, exemplified how ‘pictorial representation of the environment in which the physical
history of the landscape was manifest’. On the other hand, he recognised its failure as the scene
is presented with a photographical focus and is therefore ‘insufficiently poetical’.#’® Still,
pointing to Modern Painters IV (1856) where Ruskin’s ‘geological concerns are uppermost’,
Robert Hewison has stated that the observational trainings he professed resulted in ‘a critical
approach to painters that tested their accuracy by their treatment of geology’.*”® Ruskin’s
himself read such key works as John Philips’s Manual of Geology (1855) and Tyndall’s
Glaciers of the Alps (1860), and even indulged in fantasies of becoming President of the
Geological Society.*® Although Ruskin’s ambitions were not entirely without backing, as he
had studied geology under William Buckland at Oxford,*®! the actual scientific establishment
did not consider him qualified in the field.*®? Nevertheless, in Modern Painters, as Lynn Merrill
has noted, Ruskin ‘analyzes the rock types so that artists will understand how they contribute
to landforms, and thus to scenery, which can then be accurately rendered in paint.’*®® This
geological focus of landscape art, often concerned with mountains, volcanoes, and other
signposts of the ‘apocalyptic sublime’,*3* was certainly not novel nor endemic to England.*®
In fact, Germany, where Leighton gained his most essential education, boasted an extensive
tradition of meticulous artistic documentation of environments both native and foreign, with

particular respect to geology.“®® Even in France, just as Ruskin in Britain, Paul Cézanne came
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to the conclusion that ‘In order to paint a landscape well, I first need to discover its geological

foundations.’*8’

Leighton’s attention to the geology of landscape is demonstrated also by his Nile journal of
1868, somewhat reminiscent of William Holman Hunt’s Middle-Eastern diary of the 1850s,
which similarly described diverse landscape formations in a manner that helps create mental
images of the scenes.*®® Upon one occasion, Leighton was ‘more struck than before with Gebel
Aboofada — the infinite and strongly marked strata of which it is made up of writhe and heave
in a very grand and fantastic manner. Some of the Egyptian mountains are ruled like a copy
book from head to foot, and are very monotonous.’*®® The artist was clearly familiar with basic
geological terminology, frequently emphasising the clear visibility of the layers of sedimentary
units in the Egyptian landscape.*®° In fact, his depiction of the Red Mountains, Desert, Egypt
[Fig. 110], a virtually monochromatic panorama of the ‘sea of sand’, captures the subtle strata
lines running across the rocky outcrop on the left. The painting could be accompanied by a

highly visual description from Leighton’s diary:

The shape of the hills and mountains is very peculiar and striking. It gives the idea of a
choppy sea of sand thrown up into abrupt peaks and then uniformly truncated by a sweep
of a vast scythe, sweeping everything from horizon to horizon. [...] Opposite a place
called Magaga, some fine mountains on the east bank, scored with innumerable
horizontal lines marking the monotonous parallel strata of which they are composed; a

characteristic peculiarity in all the Egyptian hills | have seen as yet.*%

While in the 1860s Leighton displayed interest predominantly in distant mountain ranges, from
the mid-1870s his open-air oeuvre was characterised by a sudden outburst of fascination with
geological forms of his native rather than the Mediterranean landscapes. His first trip to

Donegal in 1874 resulted in a notable plethora of drawings and paintings of the coastal cliffs.

87 See Cézanne: The Rock and Quarry Paintings, ed. John Elderfield (Princeton: Princeton University
Art Museum, 2020).
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In the artist’s own words: ‘This is a wild, wind-swept corner of Ireland in which I am staying,

and abounding in matter for studying, especially rock forms’.4%?

This interest intensified in the 1880s and 1890s. For instance, Leighton’s visit to the Cornish
seaside in 1884 produced a study of a singular rock formation [Fig. 111], which Leonée
Ormond has identified as the Steeple Rock, located close to Lizard Point [Fig. 112].4%
Leighton’s rejection of the traditional panoramic format accentuates the vertical shape of the
rock, whereas his dynamic brushwork running in multiple directions as well as a textural
treatment of paint, in parts revealing the burnt sienna of the panel, invoke its coarse and uneven
surface.*®* A clear differentiation was made between that and the much brighter neighbouring
rock formations, which contributes to the overall painterly effect as much as it singles out the
focal point of interest while still providing a helpful suggestion of the surrounding environment.

Throughout the late 1880s and early 1890s, the artist developed a particular fascination for
Scotland, which had previously inspired also Turner’s geological passion. Among the
substantial series of rock studies Leighton produced, Pink Granite Boulders, Findhorn River
[Fig. 81] pictures a fragment of the Scottish river bed, and presents a remarkable example of
the artist’s ‘fluidised’ brushwork. On the reverse, he inscribed: ‘Pink Granite Boulder/Findhorn
River/Forres’,**® making an unusual identification of both the location and geological formation
depicted. As described in Chapter 3, the ostentatious fluidity of the rocks, achieved also through
the smoothness of the panel support, creates an impression of their dematerialised, undulating
substance flowing downward into the waters of the Findhorn. This painterly measure is in fact
an emphasis of the geological makeup of the rocks — igneous granite formed when fluid magma
cooled down and solidified. Furthermore, the effect contributes to the notion of
interconnectedness of all three represented aspects of the landscape: water, rock, and lichen.
All matter, from the flowing water to the solid rock, emerges with the same soft treatment of

paint highlighting the elementary unity of nature.

This fascinating oil sketch is indeed emblematic of a direct, physical connection between
geology and botany. The rigid duality of the living and the non-living elements of nature was

increasingly rejected by Victorian science, which concluded the overarching unity of all matter.
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In 1868, Huxley asked in his lecture ‘On the Physical Basis of Life’: “What community of
faculty can there be between the brightly-coloured lichen, which so nearly resembles a mere
mineral incrustation of the bare rock on which it grows, and the painter, to whom it is instinct
with beauty, or the botanist, whom it feeds with knowledge?’*® The uncanny correspondence
between Huxley’s statement and the Pink Granite Boulders is perhaps not unfounded,

especially given his close contact with Leighton.

The artist’s focused approach of magnifying his artistic vision on a single geological formation
is also highly reminiscent of Ruskin, whose earlier study of a quartz rock could have provided
a close reference for Leighton [Fig. 113]. Still, this comparison made between an oil sketch and
a watercolour is rather inadequate, and indeed the latter’s use of the fluidity of paint is superior
in rendering the defining feature of an igneous rock, as opposed to Ruskin’s detailed yet
ineffective drawing. However, in 1891 Leighton too produced a semi-Ruskinian study of
boulders by a Scottish river, possibly on the Findhorn [Fig. 114]. This chalk drawing,
brightened with watercolour and rendered on a blue paper, is virtually monochromatic. The
effect of a close geological focus is lost, and the distinct mineral structure of the rocks is

indiscernible as they mostly appear as flat shapes within harshly delineated outlines.

It is also noteworthy that among Leighton’s final subject pictures based on the Irish rock studies
a curious case presents his Perseus and Andromeda [Fig. 47]. Leighton’s highly cherished
coastal studies of Ireland certainly informed the painting’s rock formations which are
dramatically cropped, yet their geological structure is meticulously depicted. The dragon’s
crocodile-like head is not unlike that of Turner’s beast in The Garden of the Hesperides [Fig.
115], which was modelled on crocodile fossils and itself bears as strong geological associations
as the mountainous landscape of the painting — subtle allusions Ruskin brilliantly observed in
Modern Painters V. Turner identified the fire-breathing creature with the earth’s inner heat,
and rendered its body almost a part of the rocky ridge on which it stretches out.*®” Similarly,
the fire gasped out of the mouth of Leighton’s dragon is paralleled by the long strands of
Andromeda’s auburn hair and visually merges with the background reddishly tinted rocky
cliffs, hinting at the igneous, magmatic origin of these landforms. Andromeda’s association

with the geological processes is further suggested by her own physical connection to the rock,

4% Thomas Henry Huxley, ‘On the Physical Basis of Life,” Fortnightly Review 5, no. 26 (1869), 129.
7 Gerald Finley, Angel in the Sun: Turner’s Vision of History (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 1999), 165-166.
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to which she is chained, and whose vertical shape she mirrors. Such geological allusions of the
Ovidian myth were certainly not strange to such contemporaries as Cézanne, who admired it in
sculpture, and who himself painted the — as John Elderfield has noted — ‘at times sexual

physique in the rocks above Chateau Noir’ invoking ‘flux and metamorphosis’.*%®

498 John Elderfield, ‘Excavations,’ in Cézanne, 34.
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Chapter 6
Physics

Visual records of botanical and geological specimens, while still required an observant eye and
technical skills, did not generate the particular artistic challenges which atmospheric
phenomena did. While in the early days scientific inquiry was dominated by natural history, the
nineteenth century faced a giant leap into the study of the unseen and the intangible — heat,
energy, light. The developments in the science of optics most notably linked to the Impressionist
and Post-Impressionist attempts to paint the light itself, however its influence was certainly far
more widespread in the artistic spheres, and its history goes back to the collaboration between
Peter Paul Rubens and the physicist Frangois d’ Aguilon.*®® The importance of this context can
be similarly argued for Leighton’s systematic efforts to study sunlit and moonlit landscapes
already at the brink of the ground-breaking developments in physics of the early 1860s, when
James Clerk Maxwell unified Thomas Young’s wave theory of light with electromagnetism.
What followed was a popularisation of the importance of the physical properties of light and
colour to art, and the emphasis on the shared purpose of both the artist and the scientist — the

attainment of the universal truth.

In 1871, Hermann von Helmholtz published Popular Lectures on Scientific Subjects (English
translation 1881), containing the chapter ‘On the Relation of Optics to Painting’, in which he
discussed such matters as colour contrasts and the ways to render daylight and moonlight.
Although he aimed to bring to artists the scientific awareness of immediate utility, Helmholtz
was doubtful about the possibility of generating a universal formula for pictorial representations
of natural phenomena, recognising that a range of techniques was already being successfully
employed at the time. Still, he posed the rhetorical question: ‘Even though a painting may
represent idealised types, must it not still convey at least the true images of the natural objects
it portrays?°°® The importance of this German scientist to British artists has been flagged by

Anne Helmreich, who has demonstrated that he informed the understanding of colour of the

49 Kemp, The Science of Art, 275.
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photographer Peter Henry Emerson. Emerson, in turn, collaborated with George Clausen,>

representant of the new vanguard trends in landscape art and a protégé of Leighton. In his study,
Helmholtz drew on the physiological structure of the eye and the nature of sight, not dissimilar
to the artistic process of converting a three-dimensional space into a flat image. This aspect of
optics in particular interested the Impressionists, whose work was based on the optic theory that

the eye registers coloured patches of light and thus projects images to the brain.>%?

What is more, Tyndall’s Fragments of Science paralleled Helmholtz’s German publication of
the same year in the shared purpose of educating lay audiences, and possibly also of providing
theoretical aid to artists, especially given Tyndall’s appreciation for landscape painting.®®
Importantly, over the next two years Tyndall toured in America with his Lectures on Light. This
widespread international popularisation of optics in the early 1870s, often with directly
articulated relevance to painting, made a natural contribution to the new mode of landscape art,
sneeringly labelled in 1874 as ‘impressionist’. The fact that Tyndall himself closely monitored
artistic representations of nature at the Royal Academy is suggested not only by his visits to its
galleries, but also his invitation extended to the Pre-Raphaelite John Everett Millais, to attend
his lecture on rainbows.>* Similarly, in the speech given at the Royal Academy banquet of
1893, William Thomson emphasised: ‘On the walls of the galleries [of the Royal Academy] are
represented many subtle applications of science. By the skilful play of light and shade are
produced colours almost unimaginable to the scientific mind, and yet, as our eyes tell us, quite
true to nature.”>® John Holmes points out that the British artists most venerated for their
scientific engagement, the Pre-Raphaelites, were not interested in such fields as evolution or
thermodynamics, and instead explored the disciplines prescribed also by Ruskin as immediately
useful to art — optics, geology, botany and anatomy.>®® As Ruskin explained in The Eagle’s
Nest, ‘only the sciences of light and form (optics and geometry)’ have ‘true fellowship with

art’ > Thomson’s praise of Leighton’s sympathy towards all aspects of modern science, quoted
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in Chapter 4, confirms the artist’s unique interest in the more ephemeral phenomena

investigated by scientists, such as electricity.

Even without direct exposure to Tyndall’s influence, Leighton and most other British painters
would have been introduced to his theories on atmosphere and sunlight refraction by the
publications of Ruskin. Apart from The Queen of the Air (1869), he referenced Tyndall’s
atmospheric inquiries in The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century (1884), noting that the
sky’s colours are indicative of ‘transparent aqueous vapour’.>®® Equally compellingly, John
Brett chose the pages of the Art Journal to discuss the difference between the scattering and
dispersion of light.> Such examples demonstrate the widespread awareness of basic optical

knowledge even among lay Victorian public.

Accurate depiction of intangible atmospheric effects implied the artist’s understanding of these
phenomena, which could be achieved primarily by personal, attentive observation of the natural
spectacle. Indeed, refusing to operate within the traditional structure of defined lines and
contours precedes the work of the scientifically-informed Impressionists. In the landscape art
of Corot and the Barbizon School, there was certainly a large degree of intuitive embracing of
the atmospheric phenomena and their impact on landscape, attained by extensive oil sketching
from the motif. Corot’s addition of white to all his pigments resulted in the characteristic effect
of enhanced luminosity,®!? and Leighton’s increasing familiarity with his oeuvre from the 1850s
onwards likely contributed to his own methods. As Emilie Barrington wrote: ‘No one, I believe,
has ever painted the luminous quality of white, as it is seen under heated sunlight in the South,
with the same charm as Leighton. The sketches he made of buildings in Capri are quite
marvellously true in their rendering of such effects.’®!! The overall brilliancy of Leighton’s
open-air sketches was frequently amplified by adding subtle yet distinct daubs of opaque white
in the crucial areas of the pictures so as to create the impression of reflected sunrays. Although
the artist abandoned the practice of exhibiting pure landscape paintings reworked from the oil

sketches, as the practice proved ineffective due to the loss of freshness and immediacy,

Ruskin Polygon: Essays on the Imagination of John Ruskin, ed. John Dixon Hunt and Faith M. Holland
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1982), 44-64.

%% John Ruskin, The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century. Two Lectures Delivered at the London
Institution (Kent: George Allen, 1884), 19.

%9 John Brett, ‘The Functions of Texture in Art,” The Art Journal 32 (1893), 118.

°10 Callen, Techniques of the Impressionists, 17.

°11 Barrington, Life, 11, 18.

142



Leighton’s first attempt of this sort, Capri—Sunrise exhibited in 1860 [Fig. 26], ‘won great
praise for its successful treatment of Italian landscape under the Scirocco, whose sulphurous
light is cast with evil suggestion upon the white houses and green vegetation.’>'? A critic in The

Athenaeum was even more articulate:

the purple-bluish haze dominating the whole atmosphere is the effect of the sirocco,
whose sulphurous blush deepens the sky without a cloud, and makes the white buildings
look ghastly and bleached, like dead men’s bones. A horrid torridity of heat seems to
prevail, making the vegetation shrink, crackle, and turn yellow in its breathless grasp.

This little picture is very successful in rendering the peculiar aspect of nature.>*3

Yet another reviewer noted Capri—Sunrise for ‘its striking local colour’, and observed that ‘the
dusky hue of the vegetation against which the houses tell so white and glaring in this picture
must be either right or decidedly wrong. But no one who has visited the south of Italy would
fail to recognise it.”>* The title specification of the time of day at which Leighton depicted a
panoramic view of the island points further to his profound sensibility to the changing
atmosphere, as much as to the topographical characteristics of Capri.

New impressions of light and perspectival effects provided Leighton’s voyage across the
Aegean Sea in 1867, when he was passing by numerous islands and on occasions stepping
ashore. Two of his bay sketches juxtaposed together demonstrate particularly well the artist’s
fascination with the changing effects of the sun’s movement. The Isle of Chios and the Bay
Scene present analogous formulae of the framing strips of foreground rocky cliffs as panoramic
‘viewing platforms’, the expanse of a calm sea beneath, and the screen of mountains on the
horizon, dwarfed by the suggested distance. In The Isle of Chios [Fig. 116], Leighton was
observing the scene away from the sun, hence the foreground rocks are brightly lit and the azure
sea below appears ink-blue in its saturated tone. The characteristic daubs of white, in a
Corotesque manner applied to a few focal points of the foreground, not only draw in the
spectator’s eye and subsequently guide it onto the unfolding seascape, but also enhance the
effect of the light source shining on the scene from behind. The sketch is an example of

Leighton’s ‘use of irradiating light from a low source so that certain elements are brightly lit
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and others left in the shadow’, as described by Christopher Newall.>*® The suggestion of an
elevated promontory renders dramatic perspectival effects, such as changes in light and
atmosphere with increasing distance.

The picture’s counterpart, Bay Scene [Fig. 48], presents a view lit contre-jour, as the painter
was looking toward the light source, with the foreground rocks steeped in shade and the sun
spotlighting the central area of the water, rendering it dazzlingly white. Importantly, Clerk
Maxwell’s famous developments of the wave theory of light in the early 1860s undoubtedly
reached Leighton, whose Continental education and exposure to German thought imprinted a
lifelong impact on the artist. In his last presidential Academy Address, he discussed the history
of German art and aesthetics, against whose inclinations towards metaphysics his father had
warned him. Leighton stated that ‘it is not on waves of light but waves of sound that it has been
given to Germans to carry us into the purest regions of aesthetic joy’.>'® Thus, he demonstrated
an awareness of the wave-like constitution of light introduced earlier in the century by Thomas
Young. Indeed, Leighton’s and Turner’s fascination with the effects produced by the various
ways in which sunlight hits the water surface could have been stimulated by the knowledge of
the peculiar properties of light. In this respect, the two artists studied the visual effects of the
ripples of light interacting with the ripples of water, with both the air and the sea acting as
prisms. The white spotlight on the water of Leighton’s Bay Scene recalls what Tyndall had
written in the essay on the ‘Scientific Use of the Imagination’ (1859): ‘Separately, or mixed in
various proportions, the solar waves yield all the colours observed in nature and employed in

art. Collectively, they give us the impression of whiteness.”>*’

The pellucid atmosphere Leighton encountered at Chios and Rhodes encouraged him to seek
viewpoints for distant vistas to fully utilise the clear visibility of consecutive planes.
Christopher Newall has observed that in The Isle of Chios and Bay Scene, Leighton achieved a
sense of deep perspective by ‘the precise manipulation of degrees and intensities of tone’ rather
than by employing conventional devices of landscape painting to suggest distance and receding
planes.®® Indeed, the artist abandoned the more standard, neoclassical approach of coulisses —
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gradually emerging consecutive elements of landscape, such as hills or trees — and the
conventional sequence of a dark foreground, lighter middle plane, and a bluish sfumato
enveloping the distant horizon. Instead, dealing with a seascape rather than a sweeping view of
the Italian countryside, Leighton chose to transcribe the exact scene before his eyes, just as he
perceived it. Thus, four distinct planes emerged, with some of their transitions appearing in
sharp contours, depending on the position of the sun in a particular scene. The artist’s use of
aerial perspective is especially evident in the area of the mountains, which are enveloped in

ranging degrees of a vaporous haze.

The bluish sfumato has been developed by Leonardo, whose observations led him to the
realisation that the sky acts as a blue filter upon objects.®® In the nineteenth century, it was
confirmed by Helmholtz, who, in his lecture on optics, elaborated on the aerial perspective as
comprising ‘the dulling of distant colours, the fuzziness of distant contours, and the blueness of
background mountains’.5° While the two former characteristics are certainly correct for
Leighton’s Mediterranean seascapes, his colouring of the distant mountain chains is warm
rather than cold, and closer to pink and purple tints. His Coast of Aegina [Fig. 117] in particular
exemplifies the artist’s use of violet and purplish hues saturating the mountains and the sky in
the distance, as opposed to the colder blue and green tones of the water and the foreground
shore. Coupled with the central spotlight of the scintillating sun meeting the sea surface, as the
scene is viewed contre-jour, the effect is reminiscent of the conclusion made by the Pre-
Raphaelite painter William Holman Hunt, who called the visual quality of distant hills
‘prismatic’; a further demonstration of the widespread influence of Victorian optics.>?! Indeed,
Leighton’s visual reception of the distance across the Aegean Sea in these specific conditions
is anything but blue, which suggests the warmth ‘exhalated’ by the rocks and the sea. The
crystal waters act as a kind of prism, rendering the distant objects in violet tones, just as
plausible as the sfumato blue, as a result of the splitting of white light. As Tyndall explained,
‘the haze varies with the temperature and humidity of the atmosphere’,°?? and Leighton himself

realised the specificity of the coastal Mediterranean environment.
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Despite the lure of distant seascapes, Leighton was no less enticed by the workings of spatial
perception inland. Perhaps his most superb example of aerial perspective, although one of the
smallest among Leighton’s traced oil sketches, is Monte Croce [Fig. 118]. This minute
mountainous view could have been a result of his Tuscan visit of 1873 when, returning from
Damascus, Leighton stopped by Florence to join the landscape painter Giovanni Costa.>?® The
strong contrast between the vivid grassy foreground and the distant rocky slopes seen through
a haze enhances the effect of receding planes and a foreshortening of masses. In Fragments of
Science, Tyndall aptly explained about aerial perspective that ‘it is not the interposition of the
haze as an opaque body that renders the mountains indistinct, but that it is the light of the haze
which dims and bewilders the eye, and thus weakens the definition of objects seen through
it”.524 Leighton’s dexterity in observing and conveying this subtle atmospheric phenomenon is
clear in works like Monte Croce, evidently painted directly from the motif. It also exemplifies
Hamerton’s observation that ‘the form of a mountain under changing light is the most unstable
thing in the world, except that of a sea-wave. [...] A wreath of mist creeps stealthily, and shows

you a chasm you never suspected yesterday’.>?®

Basic knowledge of optics and perspective had been of course a standard part of artistic training
for centuries, however the unprecedented popularisation of contemporary developments in
these fields exerted a particular influence on nineteenth-century painters. Even drawing on
Leighton’s closest circle reveals that G. F. Watts’s paintings of the 1880s and 1890s are ‘a series
of experiments in atmospheric effects’, presenting a ‘dissolution of form into prismatic
colour’.5% These deeper layers of significance, which can be identified in the oeuvre of
Leighton and his fellow artists, are analogously detected in the literary works of his circle.
Another close friend of his, Robert Browning, had ‘a lifelong interest in the science of
refraction’, which is testified, for instance, by his short stanza, ‘Deaf and Dumb: A Group by

Woolner’ (1864), dedicated to a marble statue by the Pre-Raphaelite sculptor, and to Newton’s
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famous device: ‘Only the prism’s obstruction shows aright | The secret of a sunbeam’.%?” In

1861, also Fanny Kemble described in a letter to Leighton certain plants in an observed

landscape as ‘blazing with prismatic colours’.>?

Optics were of interest also to the scientifically-oriented Pre-Raphaelites. To the fore comes
William Holman Hunt, whose painting Our English Coasts of 1852 [Fig. 119] became
emblematic for its use of prismatic colour. Hunt’s vision of a natural scene went beyond a
mimetic representation. His dynamically cropped, imploding composition is additionally
enlivened by a glistening spectrum of tones that tint the sheep’s fur and the grassy slopes. The
depiction is a visual commentary on the phenomenon of refraction of white light, emitted by
the sun and bouncing off various objects in landscape. In Tyndall’s words, ‘the solar light is
sifted by the landscape, which appears in such colours and variation of colour as, after the sifting
process, reach the observer’s eye.”® The ‘plateau landscape’ overlooking the sea and the
‘dazzling local colour’,®® which Alison Smith has identified in Hunt’s picture can be detected
also in Leighton’s Fish-Curing House, Malinbeg [Fig. 66]. The subtle shadows on the grass-
covered cliffs and the depth of the sea below are enriched with violet and brownish hues, as
well as with green and blue tones of varying intensity. The type of landscape chosen by
Leighton and Hunt, a specific coastal environment where the land meets the sea in the most

dramatic way, offered both artists spectacles of the versatile play of sunlight.

In 1860, the art critic F. G. Stephens presented a scientific lineage for Hunt’s observations of
local colour cast by different objects’ shadows, arguing that enquiries into that phenomenon
can be traced back to Leonardo, while its partial explanation was provided by Newton, and later
developed by the chemist Humphry Davy and the optics expert David Brewster. Still, as John
Holmes has pointed out, Hunt arrived at his conclusions independently, through his own
empirical investigations rather than through studying scientific treatises.>! It is plausible that a
similar case was exemplified by Leighton, who most likely possessed the theoretical

%27 The Poems of Robert Browning, Volume Four: 1862-1871, ed. John Woolford, Daniel Karlin and
Joseph Phelan (London and New York: Routledge, 2012), 2.

528 Barrington, Life, 11, 69.

52 Tyndall, Fragments of Science, 271.

%30 Alison Smith, ‘Our English Coasts (Strayed Sheep) 1852,” in Pre-Raphaelite Vision, 35.

%31 Holmes, The Pre-Raphaelites and Science, 25. See also Helen Glanville’s discussion on the parallels
between Hunt’s pictures and contemporary developments in optics: ‘Contemporary Colour Theory,” in
Pre-Raphaelite Painting Techniques, 29-37.

147



foundation, yet consistently utilised the landscape sketching practice as an empirical

verification.

Perhaps the most compelling example of Leighton’s chromatic and optical experiencing of
nature are the sketches and the travel diary produced during his voyage up the Nile in October
1868. His Egyptian expedition showcased his sensibility to the ways in which light influenced
‘the tone and definition of the landscape’.%*? In Leighton’s oil studies, the pink and grey hues
of the Egyptian skies are reflected by the colours of the river. His very initial encounters with
the Nilean environment were heavy in observations of all sorts of hazes and ‘veils of gauze’ —
different forms of vapour of the river’s waters, which Leighton admired at dusk. One of his
journal entries recorded that ‘Towards evening, soft autumnal veils of mist rise from the
smooth, swift river, and shroud everything in their mysterious folds’.>*3 To Leighton, the misty
fumes enveloping the landscape were as intriguing in their vaporous origin as in the mystical
moods they evoked. Upon another occasion he wrote: ‘This evening, indeed, faint, shining
flakes of vapour were drawn across the sky, breaking and tempering the last rays of the sun; but
by a curious piece of luck they did not appear till I was just giving the last touches to my day’s
work.’%®* Attesting Leighton’s scrupulous practice of capturing the encountered scenes, his
journal entry points also to his attentive observation of the phenomenon demonstrated by
Tyndall, of ‘the power of vapour to radiate heat and scatter particles of light”.5%

Leighton documented the voyage with true zeal reminiscent of the great explorers, recording
the landscapes and atmospheric phenomena in his detailed diary as well as numerous oil
sketches. In his first account, he goes beyond registering a wide spectrum of colours in the
observed landscape, induced by the sun rising over the Nile. Noting the local brown and violet
shadows, the artist gives testimony not only to his aesthetic sensitivity, but also an ability to

analyse and classify the colour phenomena he was witnessing:

The first day’s journey up the Nile is enchanting, and I enjoyed it thoroughly. The sky
was bright, but tempered by a glimmering haze which produced the loveliest effects;
those of the early morning were the most striking. The course of the river being nearly

due north, the western bank was glowing in varied sunny lights; the other seemed made
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up of shadowy veils of gauze fainting gradually towards the horizon. The boats that
passed on the left, dark in the haze of light, looked, with their outspread wings, like large
moths of dusky brown; those on the right shone against the violet sky like gilded ivory.
The keynote of this landscape is a soft, variant, fawn-coloured brown, than which
nothing could take more gratefully the warm glow of sunlight or the cool purple mystery
of shadow; the latter perhaps especially, deep and powerful near the eye (the local brown
slightly overruling the violet), but fading as it receded into tints exquisitely vague, and
so faint that they seem rather to belong to the sky than to the earth. At this time of year
the broad coffee-coloured sweep of the river is bordered on either side by a fillet of
green of the most extraordinary vivacity, but redeemed from any hint of crudity by the
golden light which inundates it.>%®

The above passage fits perfectly Leighton’s View on the Nile [Fig. 59], with characteristic violet
hues, contrasts of light and shade on the hills, and vegetation on both banks of the mud-tinted
river. The sky is painted with vivid vertical brushstrokes as though to invoke the upward
movement of vapour induced by immense heat. Although a detailed description allowing the
reader to picture the scene with utmost accuracy, Leighton constructs it almost as an ekphrasis,
thus crossing the bridge between a scientific observation and an aesthetic experience. This
approach brings to mind the notable ekphrases of Walter Pater as much as the poetic skill of
some leading scientists. As Rebecca Bedell notes, ‘both Humboldt and Darwin were
accomplished word-painters, capable of creating for their readers vivid mental images of
landscapes past and present.”®’ Leighton is similarly gifted at facilitating the painting of a
mental picture, which is particularly evident in his descriptions of colours: ‘The sunset before
reaching Kolosana - The sky was of a deep violet, and the distant rolling sand-tracks wore the
most mysterious tints, faint, glimmering, uncanny, vague fawn colours, pale dun browns, and
ghostly pinks.’>*® The phrases used by Leighton in the journal — ‘dusky brown’, ‘gilded ivory’,
‘fawn-coloured’, ‘coffee-coloured’, ‘sheen of gossamer’ — are moreover reminiscent of the
methodology used in Patrick Syme’s Werner’s Nomenclature of Colours (1821), a canonical
work operating on examples from the natural world as a reference, and frequently used by

Darwin himself.>3
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The literary and visual records Leighton made on the Nile reveal a great deal about his
sensitivity to other related phenomena he studied intensely — solar physics and thermodynamics,
concerned with such issues as heat, radiation, energy. A number of excerpts from Leighton’s
journal are particularly distinctive, especially when juxtaposed with the corresponding oil

sketches:

to-night the effect was especially striking; a pale golden sun hung in a pale golden mist,
tempered so that one could look at it undazzled, and so shorn of its fires that the eastern
bank, instead of burning orange, showed only a faint violet flush over its dark-brown

ridges.>*°

The above fragment is a perfect match to the study On the Banks of the Nile [Fig. 57], whose
keynote are muted hues emulating a hazy atmosphere. Just as in the description, a swathe of
violet highlights the border between the land and the river. The mountain chain on the opposite
bank is enveloped in the ‘pale golden mist’, faintly reflecting the setting sun. Another entry
from Leighton’s Egyptian diary points further to his predominant thinking of the sun as a

‘burning orange’ disc:

The sunset before reaching Kolosana was magnificent, like a sunset at sea; almost as
grand in its simplicity. Between the broad flaming sky and the broad flaming river there
was only a long narrow strip of dark bronze-green bank, that seemed to burst into flame

where the almost white hot sun sank scowling behind it.>*

While there is no traced sketch by Leighton which illustrates the scene, an oil study of the Nile
by Watts serves perfectly well as a depiction of the described phenomenon [Fig. 120].
Leighton’s account preceded Flaming June of 1895, his most notable vision of the swirling,
fiery sun entitled in a way highly reminiscent of the passage, by some three decades. Still, the
artist’s notoriety for the long term ‘brewing’ of ideas could help explain an overlooked context
for the painting’s inspiration, in addition to his voyage across the Aegean in 1867. Among the
phrases Leighton used in the journal, ‘flaming sky’, ‘flaming river’, ‘white hot sun’, and ‘pale
golden sun’ could indicate a conscious reference to solar physics as well as thermodynamics,

developed in the previous decade as ‘the study of the movements, flow, interactions, and
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generation of heat’.>*? Flaming June, with the rippling orange draperies engulfing the
slumbering figure enclosed in a circular pose, evokes the liminal states of transition from
consciousness into unconsciousness in an undulatory motion. This is further suggested by the
distant seascape which is quoted almost directly from Leighton’s Bay Scene, as demonstrates
the colour sketch for Flaming June, featuring the dazzlingly sunlit surface of the water and the
original mountains on the horizon [Fig. 121]. The painting can be seen as a commentary on the
imminent entropic ‘heat death’ of the universe, implied by the second law of thermodynamics
which was formulated by William Thomson in 1852. With all usable energy exhausted, the
universe was to eventually enter a state of ‘Only sleep eternal | In an eternal night’, in the words

of Algernon Charles Swinburne.>*?

Importantly, thermodynamic terminology entered the art world through Ruskin and Pater, who
were among the most influential Victorian writers, both heavily engaging with modern
scientific thought.>** This new influx of approaches and terms can be traced perhaps most
evidently in the writings on Turner from that period. A figure central to the decadent movement,
J. K. Huysmans, in 1889 described his pictures as depicting ‘a radiant river glowing beneath a
sun’s prismatic rays’, ‘water that is iridescent like a film of soap’, ‘floods of light’, and
‘landscapes that have been vapourised’.>* On the other hand, it could be argued that the invoked
terminology was simply a common language of referring to luminous effects rather than a
phenomenon more deeply rooted in the cultural impact of nineteenth-century physics. Still, the
series of oil sketches Leighton painted en route in 1867, as well as his profound attention to the
views on the Nile in 1868, are reminiscent of Turner’s obsessive fascination with the effects of
light on water. The latter’s persistent preoccupation with the subject intensified through his
contact with Mary Somerville, a Scottish polymath and author of the renowned On the
Connexion of the Physical Sciences (1834), as well as with David Brewster.>*® Indeed, Turner

is a chief example of a great landscape artist, whose interest in certain natural phenomena
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emanated from the new understanding of optics as much as from their sublime appeal. With
Ruskin’s contribution to creating the myth of Turner as both a visionary and a natural
philosopher, this informed and experiential approach to landscape art gained an especial

significance around mid-nineteenth century.

In 1854, three years after Turner’s death and his utterance that ‘the Sun is God’, alleged by
Ruskin to be one of the artist’s last words, William Thomson coined the term ‘thermodynamics’
concerned with the science of heat.>*” The key revelation in the modern perception of the natural
world, that heat, light and electricity are all simply different manifestations of energy, was
endorsed by Helmholtz and formed the first law of thermodynamics.>*® His treatise on the
conservation of energy of 1847 laid a general framework for the notion of the indestructibility
of natural powers, according to which they simply convert into other forms.>*® As Gillian Beer

has explained:

Nineteenth-century scientists from Helmholtz to Thomson, Clausius to Clerk Maxwell,
were pursuing a single explanation of cosmic processes that would include light, heat,
and sound and that would construe them all as motion, passing irreversibly beyond the

reach of the senses and dissipating irregularly through the ether.>%°

These mysterious workings of the unseen forces created a perfect ground for a renewed interest
in German metaphysics and in contemporary metaphysical research. Importantly, Leighton’s
own exposure to thermodynamics and electromagnetic studies can perhaps be traced already to
his youth spent in Germany. In the early 1840s, he pursued education in Berlin and Frankfurt,
to which he returned in 1850, the milestone date in German physics marked by Rudolf
Clausius’s paper ‘On the Moving Force of Heat’.>®! Leighton was unquestionably immersed in

German intellectual thought, as demonstrates his devotion to Goethe and discussions of
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Hegel,>? and it is paramount to realise that German and British physicists of that time were in

a direct dialogue with each other, with Helmholtz in particular bridging the two worlds.>*

Leighton’s open-air oil sketches certainly provoked thermodynamic associations from the
reviewers. In 1896, a critic described them as ‘most radiantly beautiful’ and ‘singularly
luminous’, acknowledging that ‘work from nature is work under the arc of the travelling sun
[...] and it is hardly possible that it should not have in itself a vibration of a spirit in motion.”>>*
The same year, Emilie Barrington wrote that ‘The sense of vibration which secures a charm of
quality is rendered by Lord Leighton in his sketches’.>*® The emphasis on the works done en
plein air as the only ones truly conveying a vibrant quality was placed especially with regard to
Impressionist paintings, from which the reviewers experienced ‘the light and the heat vibrate
and palpitate’, ‘an intoxication of light’, and ‘the vibration of air inundated with light.”%%
Leighton himself talked about how visual qualities of paintings can yield impressions of such

intangible effects in Academy Address of 1881.:

lines and forms and combinations of lines and forms, colours and combinations of
colours have acquired a distinct expressional significance, and, so to speak, an ethos of
their own, and will convey [...] the notions of [...] flowing motion and of life [...] [and]

of heat or of cold.>’

Even Norman Lockyer, in the pages of Nature, recognised the pictorial ‘effect of heat under
tropical sun’, achieved by some of the paintings shown at the Royal Academy in 1883.%8
Regarding Leighton’s own capability in this area, James Harlaw argued that his ‘suggestiveness
of air and temperature is a marked feature in his Art. [..] Leighton’s architecture reflects the
heat; his shade is cool.”’>*® Among his oil sketches, this is illustrated especially well by A Town

on a Moorish Hillside [Fig. 122], where a sandstone settlement perched on a barren slope
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releases heat back to the atmosphere, tinting the surroundings with the same brownish tones.
The white smoke coming from the chimneys forms a cloud over the rooftops, invoking the heat-
stricken stillness of the air. The long shadows cast by the towers and the enclosing walls suggest
the nearing end of the day. The scene is enlivened only by a green clump of plants on the far

left, behind which emerge minute figures of goats and shepherds climbing the steep hillside.

In the 1870s, Leighton’s attention began to shift from pictorial rendering of heat and solar
radiance to the colours of the sky and the sun in versatile environments. A Street in Damascus
[Fig. 123] is among the chief examples of his oil sketches still conveying the impression of
palpitating heat and sunlight. The chosen theme and composition of a narrow alleyway allowed
the artist to explore a whole spectrum of effects: from the cool shadow cast by the wall, where
the donkey seeks refuge, to the dazzling surface of the sunlit stone. Yet, the picture also
demonstrates Leighton’s knowledge of the fact that, on a clear day, the sky’s colour gains in
intensity and saturation the farther away it is from the horizon. The mystery behind the
firmament’s blueness was solved as recently as in 1869, by Tyndall who discovered ‘the
polarization of sunlight by particles in the upper atmosphere’, responsible for the scattering of
light.>®® It was also during Leighton’s stay in Damascus that the Orientalist William Wright
recorded how he joined him on a rooftop, as the day was nearing the end, and ‘became silent,
absolutely wrapped up in the pageantry of the sky’, remarking only that ‘No artist ever wasted
time in accurately observing natural phenomena’. Eventually, he uttered pathetically: ‘That
sunset will mix with my paint, and will tint your ink as long as either of us lives. It will never

be over, it has dyed our spirits in colours which can never be washed out.’>%

Leighton’s enchantment with the atmospheric effects of the sun brings to mind an entry from
Tyndall’s journal of 1848, in which he asks: “We gaze with delight on the gorgeous apparelling
which sunset throws round the western horizon, but are we conversant with the law of colours
[...]2°%%2 To what extent Leighton was actually versed in optics and chromatics is uncertain,
though examining his landscape work proves that, at the very least, he was attentive enough to
arrive at accurate depictions of atmospheric phenomena. Such artistic focus was especially
prevalent in the 1870s, marked by the rise of the French Impressionists who, as Donald R.

Benson has put it, intended ‘to render light itself as a substance; or the medium of that light, in
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and through which perception occurs; or the vibration and flow of that medium.”*®® The exodus
of a number of Impressionists from Paris to London at the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War
in 1870 facilitated contact with the British artists right from the outset of their experiments with

capturing light in landscape.>®*

Despite his predominant fascination with daylight, Leighton painted also some nocturnal
scenes. Among the most striking examples is The Bay of Cadiz (1866) [Fig. 124], divided
evenly between the blue-green sky and the similarly coloured sea. The yellow-white disc of the
full moon just below the upper edge of the canvas sheds a wide, bright beam of light down
across the water. The colours of the moon reflect Hunt’s discovery, made with the use of lens
to aid his studies, that it indeed transmits ‘not a silvery tone, but that of warm sunlight.”®*® The
dexterity of Leighton’s picture lies not only in the skilfully registered greenish hue of the sky
and the sea, but also in the use of contre-jour, as the moon is placed directly in front of the
viewer and backlights the two foreground figures, appearing as silhouettes against the backdrop
column of moonlight. In purely artistic terms, The Bay of Cadiz predates the most notorious
repertoire of James McNeill Whistler and the Impressionists, and testifies Leighton’s own
innovations in the area of plein air painting. As Kenneth Clark has pointed out: ‘Night is not a
subject for naturalistic painting [...]. A large area of dark paint cannot be made to look
convincing by optical processes alone; it must have been transmuted into the medium of the
poetic imagination.’>®® In spite of Leighton’s criticism of the mindless subscription to every
new trend displayed by many young artists, Whistler claimed that he was enthusiastic about his

proto-abstract ‘nocturnes’ showing the Thames.%®’

‘Poetic imagination’ certainly partook in Leighton’s creation of the Spanish sketch, as in 1868
he recollected that a girl singing on the Nile reminded him ‘much of Andalusian singing and
moonlight nights in the Bay of Cadiz — there is about it a strangeness and a wayward melancholy
that attach and charm me.”*®® Leighton’s Egyptian voyage was equally abundant in exquisite

sunsets and moonlights, which he diligently recorded in his diary:
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Having heard much of the beauty of the full moon at Phylae, timed my visit to see it,
and was entirely delighted. The light was so brilliant that one could read with ease, but
at the same time so soft, so rich, and so mellow that one seemed not to see the night, but
to be dreaming of the day. The Arabs say of a fine night, “it is a night like milk,” but
there is more of amber than of milk in the nights of Phylae. The rising of the moon last
night was the first thing of the sort | ever saw: the disc was perfectly golden, not as in a
mist, but set sharp and clear in the sky, and exactly like the sun, except that you could
look at it without pain to the eyes. The effect of this effulgent light on the shoulder of

the hill was magical.>®®

It is clear that Leighton was concentrated primarily on the aesthetic value of the ‘beautiful’ and
‘magical’ effects of moonlight rather than on a scientific investigation into their physical
properties. Yet the precision of his written descriptions, matched by such works as The Bay of
Cadiz, suggests at least a profound interest in the colours of the night. To Leighton’s fascination
with moonlight in Egypt point not only his travel diary, but also two figurative pictures —
Egyptian Slinger and A Nile Woman. Among his traced Egyptian landscapes there are no
obvious nocturnes, although his View on the Nile at Asyut [Fig. 125] appears to be an evening
scene. The river becomes coffee-coloured under the subdued light, and there is a streak of white
on the water surface to the left, glistening in the faint, lowering sun. While Leighton himself
perhaps did not paint a nocturnal landscape in Egypt, he did own George Price Boyce’s
Nocturne: The Nile at Gizeh of 1861 [Fig. 126],°"° which anticipated his own depiction of the
elongated strip of the Nile, brightened by the characteristic white beams of light, and with the
opposite bank crowded with buildings and dotted with palm trees.

Some years later, in 1874 which marked the breakthrough Impressionists’ exhibition, Leighton
travelled to Ireland and produced oil studies of striking coastal sunsets. His heightened interest
in the effects of sunlight on landscape was undoubtedly stimulated by the light and colour
studies widely disseminated throughout the 1870s and increasingly absorbed by the artistic
communities. Among Leighton’s traced oil studies produced during that journey is A Coast
Scene: Storm Effect [Fig. 61], whose elongated format is divided in half between the expanses
of the sky and the sea, with only a hint of a distant promontory to the left. The intense,
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contrasting hues of the burning sky, heavy with clouds, and the dark, murky waters create a
highly sublime effect as much as a skilful impression of a coastal storm. However fleeting the
atmospheric effect was, the intense colouration of the sky is not merely a result of the
approaching storm, announced by the dark raincloud in the immediate foreground on the left,
but also of the setting sun, whose last rays spotlight the sea near the horizon with a narrow
beam. This is further confirmed by Leighton’s later recollection of both the ‘dramatic sunsets’
and the storm-clouds he admired on the Irish coast.°"* The observation he recorded in the oil
sketch fits also the statement in a popular handbook by Marcel Minnaert’s, according to whom
‘As the sun sinks lower, the colours become warmer until the clouds opposite, in the east, begin
to show the purple of the counter-glow.’>’2 The striking tint of the firmament in the distance,
so meticulously registered by Leighton, can be also explained by one of the essays in Fragments
of Science, in which Tyndall stated that “When a reddish cloud at sunset chances to float in the
region of maximum polarization, the quenching of the sky behind it causes it to flash with a
brighter crimson.”®”® In addition, Leonée Ormond has drawn attention to the corresponding
pencil sketch in Leighton’s pocket notebook, inscribed with annotations regarding the specific
colours of each section of the scene,®”* and thus worthy of a natural philosopher as much as of

a meticulous artist.

Plausibly of crucial importance to this new surge of interest in the atmospheric effects of the
northern climes, unprecedented in Leighton’s predominantly Mediterranean oeuvre, is the fact
that around the same time he travelled to Ireland, in September 1874, Ruskin published the
forty-fifth letter of Fors Clavigera, in which he stated: ““The Sun is God”, said Turner, a few
weeks before he died with the setting rays of it on his face.”>”® One might ponder about the
reasons for the twenty-year gap between Turner’s death and Ruskin’s belated account, and the
answer might lie in Ruskin’s earlier attacks on Tyndall’s belief in the sun as the source of all
life, which was introduced in the essay ‘Heat Considered as a Mode of Motion’ (1862). In

Deucalion (1879), for instance, Ruskin concluded that Tyndall’s argument ‘that all mortal
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strength is from the sun’ has ‘thrown irrational persons into stupid atheism, as if there were no
God but the sun’.>"®

In 1892 and 1896, Leighton transformed the sunset studies painted in Ireland in 1874 into two
paintings illustrating the story of Clytie, a nymph abandoned by her lover Apollo and
subsequently turned into a sunflower to yearningly follow his movement across the sky. Both
pictures are based on the same sunset scene, with the sun’s disc plunging behind the horizon,
marked by a steep green hill, and with opulent masses of clouds dramatically lit from the left.
Whereas the first version is virtually a pure landscape, in which the miniscule figure of Clytie
is only vaguely suggested in the distance [Fig. 64], the second painting is of a much larger scale
and of a vertical format, with the kneeling nymph taking centre-stage against the backdrop of
furling clouds, while the sun itself is cropped from view [Fig. 92]. Although significantly
reduced in the area of landscape in comparison to the first version, the latter one still caught the
critics” attention for its ‘radiance’, ‘luminosity’, and a ‘column’ of ‘vapour’,>’” suggestive of a
thermodynamic scene. Leighton’s two pictures of Clytie seem to be a culmination of scientific,
mythographic and artistic discourses on the superior role of the life-giving sun, whose doomed
extinguishment, predicted by Thomson in ‘The Age of the Sun’s Heat’ (1862), added fuel to
the fin de siecle fears of the 1890s.>"® Recent natural catastrophes equally contributed to this
dreadful vision — the eruption of Krakatoa in 1883 affected colours of the sky as far as in
London, where the Royal Society organised special meetings, dedicated to analysing the new

crimson sunsets, in which Leighton participated alongside some leading scientists.>"

The importance of the myth of Clytie to these new scientific notions is twofold: firstly, the
aforementioned worship of the sun feeds in with the latest discoveries of solar physics;
secondly, the nymph’s metamorphosis into a sunflower signifies the ideas of flux, implied by
the entropy of constant movement, the transformations of different forms of heat energy, and
Helmholtz’s thinking of matter in terms of ‘motions or eddies in a fluid’.>® In ‘Heat Considered
as a Mode of Motion’, also Tyndall ‘adds to this image of rhythmic change the images of

“waves” and “flux”, suggesting that it is this continuous connected movement that is the
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permanent reality, rather than physical substance.’*®* Rather ominously, Tyndall occasionally
co-ordinated the ideas of ceaseless flux with ‘the more extreme idea of dissolution’, as well as
‘with the notion of the illusoriness of material solidity and the impermanence of actuality.”>8?
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from which Leighton sourced the story of Clytie, were emblematic of
the trope of the unity of nature. Notably lectured by Huxley in 1868, interconnectedness of
all matter allowed for the unlimited flux of various things, including from a nymph into a plant.
Gillian Beer has pointed out that the ancient authors primarily associated with the notion of
flux, Heraclitus, Lucretius, and Ovid, were commonly read in Victorian Britain, and that the
transformative state of matter often pertained to the ‘wavelike flow of energies’, which became

easily absorbed in general consciousness with the ‘wave theory’, as thermodynamics was
described.>®

Leighton’s oil sketch Holy Island, Bamborough in the Distance of 1894 [Fig. 127], painted
right between his work on the two Clytie pictures, equally pays tribute to the ideas of nature’s
flux. This oil study remained in the artist’s collection, likely meant not as a souvenir for his host
Samuel Pepys Cockerell, but as a work for his own records, exemplifying his thinking about
landscape through colour-structured forms. The titular castle is not much more than a barely
recognisable spot on the horizon, and the scene is devoted to the harmonious merging of the
sea with the coastal landforms. The foreground, occupying half of the rectangular picture space,
is filled with the expanse of a calm blue sea. The mid-point across the sketch is marked by what
appears to be a small island at the tip of a sandy peninsula on the right. The distant horizon is
separated from the middle ground once again by a swathe of the undisturbed sea, with some
rocky elevations emerging on the coastline to the right. The small island and the peninsula, the
focal points of the view, are rendered with long, smooth strokes of loaded brush that correspond
to the elongated paintwork forming the sea’s surface. These patches of land indeed emerge with
brushstrokes parallel to those of the water, and thus mimic the sea’s calm waves. Indeed, the

only characteristic which helps identify them as landforms is their colour palette, consisting of
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browns and greens, and whitened in the central areas as they are lit by the subdued sunlight

emanating from the grey-blue sky.

Leighton’s unusual choice of panel, visible in the lower right corner where the paint layer is
thinly applied, was perhaps informed precisely by the desire to yield smooth, fluid textures; a
strategy the artist employed also for the studies of rocks in Scottish streams around that time.
By dematerialising solid forms, Leightons lifts the veil of limited human cognition and shows
them as modern physics described them — as a constantly pulsating and flowing flux of
interconnected matter. This becomes even more apparent in comparison with the rock studies
of Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites, whose focus was on the detailed geological features and the
solidity of landforms. Leighton shared more affinities with Turner’s approach in conveying the
ongoing geological processes, that have been continuously shaping the landscape, rather than
the seemingly solidified end-result. In fact, Holy Island is equally reminiscent of Whistler’s
studies of the Thames, in which the nocturnal atmosphere with dimmed light further contributes
to the dissolution and blurring of solid forms rendered with the same long brushstrokes as the

river itself.
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Chapter 7

The Temple of Philae Revisited

In light of the findings presented in this chapter, Leighton’s oil sketch The Temple of Philae
can be significantly reassessed. The interpretation of the painting as a composition based on a
‘classical construct’ needs re-evaluation when taking into account how it in fact shifts away
from the traditional formulas. To begin with, it is important to note that Leighton’s initial

impression of Philae’s natural surroundings was one of disappointment:

The scenery about Phylae has been spoken of as Paradise; | never saw anything less like
my notion of paradise, and so far, therefore, | am disappointed. Original and strange it

is, in a high degree.®®

The artist’s perception of the site shifted when he arrived at the temple complex:

With the island itself and its beautiful group of temples it is impossible not to be
delighted. Nothing could be more fantastic or more stately than the manner in which it
rises out of the bosom of the river like a vast ship, surrounded as it is on all sides by a
high wall sheer from the water to the level on which the temples stand. [...] I shall return

to Phylae shortly to make a sketch or two. %8¢

When Leighton finally decided to paint at the location, however, he did not select the temple
complex. Instead, he depicted the ‘original and strange’ landscape in which it was Situated.
Facing south, towards the river, the artist was deliberately turning away from the second pylon
which leads to the temple of Isis, a landmark depicted by most other visiting artists. Leighton
painted from a spot in the outer court, closer to the Small Nilometer than to the temple complex
[Fig. 128]. At the end of this row of columns springs a broken obelisk marking the entrance to
the earliest part of the temple complex, Nectanebo’s vestibule [Fig. 129].58" This singular
vertical element disrupts the monotony of the colonnade as much as it signposts the spatial
recession and guides the eye into the distance. Moreover, in a later piece on The Temple of

Philae Leonée Ormond has pointed out the fact that Leighton did not attempt to correct the
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asymmetry of the rows of columns, or the uneven structure of the ground,®® and thus displayed

a prevailing approach of remaining true to nature.

Although Leighton depicted an ancient landmark, he included it only partially and with the
purpose of framing the view with the colonnade rather than fitting the backdrop landscape
around the architecture. This peculiar vantage point allows the viewer’s eye to synthesise the
ruins with the unfolding landscape. As Peter Galassi has observed, it is ‘the lack of an
intervening pictorial link — the abrupt discontinuity of the picture’s space’,>®® which creates the
illusion of being present at the depicted site.>® Thus, Leighton’s attempt was anthropological
rather than archaeological, evoking the experience of the ancient worshippers, which is
demonstrated also by his selection of the processional route leading from the river towards the
temple. The crux of the cult of Isis, to which Philae was dedicated, was the Nile, and its thin
but vivid strip is placed at the very centre of Leighton’s composition, providing a connection
between the sacred temple and the object of its devotion. This emphasis on the individuality
and subjectivity of perception as an important counterbalance to dry accuracy was perhaps
influenced by Ruskin’s ‘dismay at the increasing dominance of an alien scientific approach.’>%
Importantly, Leighton’s other attempts at painting, recorded in his diary, similarly confirm that
he deliberately sought out unusual sights and compositions, uninterested in the famed
monuments of the Isis temple complex: ‘Have begun a sketch which interests me more than
others; it is taken amongst the tombs and shrines on the hill south of the town towards
Phylae.’5%

The view in Leighton’s sketch does not stretch far into the distance, but is enclosed by a
mountain range elevating the line of the horizon. This stands in a stark contrast with the views
by Turner or Claude, suggestive of ‘expansive fragments of infinitude’.%%® Instead, Leighton
seems to contradict the ideal of landscape’s immensity, presenting a somewhat claustrophobic
vision, in which the scene is physically constricted from all three sides. In fact, he might have

been consciously playing on the idea of the ‘perspectival formula of parallel lines meeting at
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infinity’,>%* as he selected a view flanked by an obviously uneven pair of colonnades and cut
off their infinite reach with the impenetrable screen of mountains. The latter offered also an
important aesthetic treat, which Leighton seemed to have appreciated more than the ancient
monuments, noting that ‘Looking up in the direction of Wady Halfa, the mountains appear to
grow finer in outline, and a tract of very yellow sand amongst their highest crests is striking and
original — gold dust in a cup of lapis lazuli.”®® This is indeed the concluding element of the
sketch, located at the intersection of the compositional axes.

This bizarre reversal of traditional principles of structuring the landscape view around the
architectural motifs, and the ostentatious rejection of the widely admired architectural wonders,
are apparent when compared with the more conventional depictions. An earlier vision of the
Great Colonnade at Philae by Charles Barry [Fig. 130] presents a more modern approach as it
does not focus exclusively on the second pylon, but incorporates also fragments of the extant
colonnade and the unappealing rubble covering the ground. However, even Barry’s view is the
exact opposite of Leighton’s, as he situated himself by the Nile and looked up towards the pylon
across the long outer court, thus completely omitting the context of the sacred river.
Furthermore, as most open-air depictions of Philae, it is done in watercolour which allowed for
a more precise rendition of architectural detail. Leighton, meanwhile, was not interested in such
accuracy; his priorities lay in the effects of light and shade permeating both the man-made and
the natural landscape. Indeed, the artist’s only other known sketch of the site is his Portico of
the Large Temple of Philae, Egypt (Appendix Il, cat. 76), a close study of a cropped out
fragment of the colonnade, driven more by his interest in the play of light than architectural
detail.

Just as in Barry’s picture, stone is the fibre of Leighton’s painting, yet perceived not through its
use in the feats of ancient architecture, but through its natural states. The artist’s diary entry
confirms his fascination with the seemingly unattractive aspects of the site:

Started for Phylae at half-past seven; arrived there at nine o’clock. The road leads
through a broad tract of yellow sand (where, I believe, an arm of the Nile is supposed to
have flowed in remote antiquity) along which on either side crop up, in wild, irregular
fashion, bumps and hillocks and hills of dark red granite, covered in the most incredible

confusion, and having rather a ludicrous appearance of having been left about and
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forgotten. You could get an excellent notion of the thing in miniature, by hastily spilling
a coal-scuttle on a gravel walk and running away. [...] the same breaking up of the rocks
into a myriad of fragments, putting all grandeur and massiveness of form out of the

question [...].5%

Leighton correctly identified the rock in Philae as granite, and this union of the ground and the
columns is indeed accounted for by the fact that the granite, of which the island is made up,
was used as the base for the entire temple complex.®®” The few sunlit rocks in the immediate
foreground, as well as the illuminated patch of the rocky ground midplane, appear to be of the
same colour and texture as the ruins. The eye-catching flecks of ochre attract the viewer’s
attention as if to signal that the rocky rubble is indeed the material with which the columns were
constructed. This effect is further enhanced by the merging of the two in the more distant plane,
where the boundary between the sunlit bit of the rubble and the columns is emphatically blurred.
The undulating gravel consisting of ‘a myriad of fragments’ is virtually swallowing up the

colonnade.

The rocky ground occupies nearly half of the canvas in question but is far from a picturesque
motif — both in its nature and artistic execution. In fact, Leighton himself recorded in his travel
diary ‘the ugliness of rocks’ in Philae.>®® What then drove the artist to depict them in all their
emphatically demonstrated ‘ugliness’? Perhaps The Temple of Philae could be representative
of Leighton’s suspension somewhere between a general curiosity about rock formations, fuelled
by the widespread popularisation of geology, and a purely artistic exploration of forms, shapes
and colours found in nature. Despite the overall effects of a hastily done sketch, the artist put a
considerable effort in rendering the rocks. Indeed, by examining a close-up fragment of the
foreground [Fig. 131], the complexity of their execution is revealed. On top of red underpaint,
which invokes the red granite type of rock, Leighton applied smudges of dark, almost black
colour, signalling the most shaded parts of the foreground. This was followed by brown-green
tones, brightened with white to add plasticity and dimensionality to the rocky surface. Finally,
the uppermost layer comprises thick and painterly daubs of ochre, occasionally brightened by
the addition of white pigment so as to accentuate the sunlit parts. It appears, then, that the artist
did not mix all of his pigments on the palette, but instead laid down separate splashes of colour,
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either in the built-up layers or the neighbouring patches of paint, which dynamically blend in

the viewer’s eye.

The softness of the igneous granite rocks in The Temple of Philae, trapped between the solid
and the fluid states, captures the moment of transition from a functioning site to an abandoned
ruin, as the superior force of nature claims back the stone used for the colonnade. Indeed, the
undulating horizontal brushstrokes of the foreground rocks suggest a flowing movement of
form, corresponding to the flowing waters of the Nile. They emphatically lose their solidity,
becoming more like waves, washing ‘ashore’ at the bases of the columns. This might be a
deliberate reference to the notion of water as the force shaping landscape, which was prevalent
in the nineteenth-century science and exemplified by Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology,
reprinted frequently between 1830 and 1875. Leighton’s suggestion of the fluid dynamic of
constant change could have also stemmed from the art of Turner, which Ruskin so famously
analysed through the prism of geology. Ines Richter-Musso’s discussion of Turner’s Loch

Coruisk, Skye [Fig. 132] signifies the, analogous to Leighton, evocation of movement:

Turner’s technique offsets the solidity of the rock. Thus, it is not a detailed depiction of
the rock’s structure that gives the work its geological quality but its interpretation of
nature instead. Turner viewed rock as being permanently exposed to the dynamic force

of the elements. He understood that even mountains are in the process of change [...].5%

Leighton’s dematerialisation of hard, solid stone in order to demonstrate more explicitly the
‘unity of all matter’ anticipates shortly Huxley’s lecture of November 1868 only by a month.
As if with the concept of flux in mid, the artist utilised the fluidity of the oil medium and the
wave-like brushstrokes to represent the unsolid state of things. Similarly, the sunburnt Egyptian
landscape, with the transformative effects of the intensely warm atmosphere fluidising the sun-
drenched rocks, embodies the principle of conservation of energy, pertaining to heat as a mode
of motion. Furthermore, the rhythmic repetition of the stone columns enclosing the ‘sea’ of
rocks invokes Tyndall’s notion that the seemingly chaotic flow of matter in fact takes organised

forms through the music-like modulations of the flux’s rhythm.5%
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This rhythmic distribution of the flanking colonnades contributes also to the effect of a visual
lullaby, enhanced by the suggestion of immense heat. As Leighton himself described the
landscape at Philae: ‘with the exception of a few palm trees and a sycamore or two, the same
barrenness’.®%! Indeed, there seems to be no vegetation on the rocks; the only presence of plant-
life is suggested by the few bushes at the extension of the left wing of the colonnade, as well as
by the green strip on the opposite river bank. The concentration of flora around the Nile
accentuates its role as an oasis in the desolate, heat-stricken land. As Leighton explained in one

of his journal entries:

Here, at last | have found that absolutely clear crystalline atmosphere of which I had so
often heard; I own it is not pleasing to me; a sky of burnished steel over a land of burning
granite would no doubt be grand if the outlines of the granite were fine — but they are
not. Meanwhile, perspective is abolished — everything is equally and obtrusively near,
and | sadly miss the soft and mysterious veils and pleasant doubts of distance that
enchant one in other lands. | think it very likely that in winter one has great
compensation from the exhilarating purity of the air; but just now the heat, which is
simply infernal, is too trying for me to do justice to these advantages; no doubt the air
is light and dry, but I feel unfortunately so heavy and wet, that | am not in a position to

fully appreciate it.%

To a certain degree, this unbearable atmosphere undoubtedly informed Leighton’s choice of the
vantage point, as he was seeking shelter in the shadow cast by the columns. This was confirmed
when he finally sat down to paint, noting: ‘Began sketching, but am out of form from the heat.
I am working chiefly because I am weary of idleness. I don’t much care for the two sketches |
have begun; they will therefore probably turn out badly.’®®® Having eventually completed his

endeavour, Leighton wrote:

I am in a state of appreciative enjoyment of the comforts and civilised cleanliness of my
steamer, having just returned from three or four days’ roughing in the ruins of Phylae.
“Roughing” is a relative term, and my trials were of a very mild description, for though
| slept a la belle étoile (or rather tried to sleep), at all events | had a bed to rest in, and

the air at night was delightful; [...] I must maintain that living in an open air is not

61 Barrington, Life, I1, 151.
802 |pid., 152.
603 |bid.

166



comfortable. I made two or three sketches, and should probably have enjoyed myself,
but that on the second day | was entirely thrown off the rails by the heat whilst
sketching.5%4

Leighton conveyed the hot atmosphere with long, upward brushstrokes of the cloudless sky
[Fig. 133], imitating the vapour released from the surface of the Nile. Close examination reveals
patches of ultramarine blue seeping through the upper, paler layer of paint. It also appears that
the expanse of the sky was painted as the last element, given the way in which it is superimposed
over the contours of the architecture. Once again, the artist’s dislike of a landscape motif at
Philae — in this case of the ‘clear crystalline atmosphere’ — did not prevent him from using a
semi-scientific precision in registering encountered the natural phenomena. Leighton
dexterously captured the palpitating heat by observing the subtle violet hues above the horizon.
He also depicted the characteristic gradation of the intensity of the clear sky’s colour, from light
blue to darker tones farther away from the horizon. Although the sun’s disc is absent from the
view, based on the distribution of shadows it can be assumed that it illuminates the scene from
the left.

All in all, The Temple of Philae is a prominent, though not a solitary, example of Leighton’s
geological sensibilities, as well as his reception of contemporary physics, which perceived the
universe as characterised by unity, flux and rhythm. Crucially, ‘Ruskin’s argument with Tyndall
iS in part about a resistance to notions of flux, process and transformation’. According to Francis
O’Gorman, the ‘scientific ideas involving ceaseless movement and continuous change’ stood
in opposition to his demand for a clear, factual explanation of the world.®® In that sense, The
Temple of Philae represents Leighton’s ostentatious rejection of Ruskin’s influence, which
scholars have tended to interpret as salient in stimulating his sketching from nature. It is
moreover possible that Leighton was reluctant to exhibit his landscape pieces, particularly at
the Royal Academy, for fear of sharing the fate of the landscape painters mercilessly critiqued
by Lockyer in the pages of Nature. The risk of being subjected to such scrutiny must have
repelled him — perhaps not only due to his institutional authority but, even more so, due to being

so closely involved with the leading scientific and intellectual circles.

604 |bid., 154.
%5 O’Gorman, ““The Eagle and the Whale?”,” 57, 64.
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Part Il11: MYTH

Pantheism and Sun Worship in Leighton’s Landscape Art
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Introduction to Part 111

Leighton’s immersion in London’s intellectual milieu stimulated his awareness of the latest
scientific work, and the developments in understanding nature went hand in hand with the
developments in landscape art. Of no lesser utility to a comprehensive view of the world were
the recent mythographic and anthropological studies, which posited man and culture in relation
to natural phenomena. The significance of the intersections of modern science and religion
asserted its presence in virtually all disciplines, including art and art writing. Pater, for instance,
observed that:

Modern science explains the changes of the natural world by the hypothesis of certain
unconscious forces [...]. But, side by side with the growth of this more mechanical
conception, an older and more spiritual, Platonic, philosophy has always maintained
itself [...]. [It] envisages nature rather as the unity of a living spirit or person, revealing

itself in various degrees to the kindred spirit of the observer.6%

In Pater’s mind, physical research into such phenomena as heat or electricity still constituted a
‘mechanical’ approach, whereas the need for spirituality rooted in kinship with the natural
world ran parallel to the civilizational developments. There is, however, equally strong
evidence for the contrary —a spiritual reading of nature as an extension of the nineteenth-century
science. Since it was to a large extent concerned with the invisible forces at play, the ‘unseen
universe’, modern science organically brought about associations with the ancient pantheistic

beliefs.507

As Anne Helmreich has noted, ‘By the 1860s, John Tyndall had begun to rework the
inductionist paradigm to allow a greater role for the imagination’, which was needed to fathom
such impenetrable phenomena as light.%% The imaginative response to this particular aspect of

nature gives way for mythographic visions of the sun and its symbolic effects on landscape.

Paul Sawyer has pointed to Tyndall’s statement that physics attains to a ‘spiritual insight’,

which, the scholar argues, is to be understood as ‘intellectual’, rather than ‘pertaining to spirit

6% Walter Pater, ‘The Myth of Demeter and Persephone,” in Greek Studies (London: Macmillan, 1895),
95

897 Such line of thinking was famously presented by Stewart Balfour and Peter Guthrie in The Unseen
Universe, or Physical Speculations on a Future State (New York: Macmillan and Co., 1875).

608 Helmreich, Nature’s Truth, 83, 197.
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or soul’.%%® Yet such a rigid interpretation seems ungrounded given Tyndall’s prevalent
association with underlying pantheistic sympathies, and his emotional response to certain
natural sceneries. Moreover, serious considerations of the hidden aspects of nature are
demonstrated by the popularity of specialised research bodies. Tyndall and Huxley were among
the scientific members of the Metaphysical Society, whose first meeting in 1869 was opened
by the reading of Tennyson’s poem ‘The Higher Pantheism’ (1867).61° Meanwhile Leighton,!!
Watts and Ruskin belonged to the similarly oriented Society for Psychical Research.5?

Despite the above evidence, pointing to the scientists’ interest in the spiritual realm, Ruskin
declared that ‘Professors Huxley and Tyndall are of opinion that there is no God: they have
never found one in a bottle’.** The grudge was held particularly against the latter, who, in 1868,
recreated the sky in a glass tube in order to discover its true colour.5* To this dissection of the
sacred heavens in a laboratory Ruskin responded with The Queen of the Air (1869): ‘Ah,
masters of modern science, give me back my Athena out of your vials’.5® Contrary to this
exhortation, however, Raymond Fitch has noted that Ruskin’s own ‘quasi-scientific and mythic

interests” were not mutually exclusive.®®

From Charles Darwin to James Frazer, scientific and mythographic revelations shook the
foundations of Christianity and resulted in the Victorian ‘crisis of faith’.®t" It was certainly
embodied by Ruskin’s own increasing doubts of that nature, and his subsequent turn to Greek
mythology and the study of the mythopoeic mind in his explanations of various natural

phenomena, most notably in The Queen of the Air which Leighton owned.5!8 To this new wave

899 Sawyer, ‘Ruskin and Tyndall: The Poetry of Matter and the Poetry of Spirit,” 229.

610 The Papers of the Metaphysical Society, 1869-1880: A Critical Edition, |, ed. Catherine Marshall,
Bernard Lightman, and Richard England (Oxford University Press, 2018), 27.

611 Janet Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 1850-1914
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 135.

612 Robert Hewison, lan Warrell and Stephen Wildman, Ruskin, Turner, and the Pre-Raphaelites
(London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 2000), 234.

613 “Letter 71° (November 1876), in Ruskin, Fors Clavigera, 735.

614 Jackson, The Ascent of John Tyndall, 175, 245.

615 John Ruskin, The Queen of the Air: Being A Study of the Greek Myths of Cloud and Storm (London:
Smith, Elder and Co., 1869), vii.

616 Raymond E. Fitch, The Poison Sky: Myth and Apocalypse in Ruskin (Athens, Ohio and London: Ohio
University Press, 1982), 298.

617 See Victorian Faith in Crisis, ed. Richard J. Helmstadter and Bernard Lightman (Basingtoke:
Macmillan, 1990).
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of interest in ancient myths contributed the revival of some of the Greek and Roman
philosophies, seemingly confirmed by the physical sciences of the nineteenth century. In
particular, Lucretius’ description of the constitution of the universe in De Rerum Natura came
to be seen as a sort of prefiguration, or antitype, of the modern thought.®*® Even James Clerk
Maxwell’s essay in the Encyclopaedia Britannica profusely acknowledged the atomic theory
of Lucretius and its current scientific relevance.®®® The realisation that the Roman thinker’s
intuitive conclusions were validated by modern science suggested that ancient philosophy more
broadly called for a re-evaluation, with the inclusion of its pagan beliefs.®?* As the widely read
John Addington Symonds observed at the time, ‘Pantheism occupies a middle place between a

scientific theory of the universe and a form of religious enthusiasm.’%2?

While all these notions played a significant role in the broader cultural debate, how were the
scientific and mythographic (including Ruskinian) contexts interwoven in Leighton’s own
perceptions of certain landscapes and natural phenomena? Why is the discussion of pantheistic
tendencies and a spiritual response to nature relevant to his open-air production? The initial
pointer once again provides Symonds, according to whom we may ‘regard landscape-painting
as a species vitally related to science, and to religious mysticism modified by science’.52% In her
study on pantheism in Victorian Britain, Jennifer Hallett has even dubbed Symonds’ belief
system ‘scientific pantheism’,%* which reflects the significance of Victorian science to
provoking a renewed perception of nature, more akin to that of the ancients. The combination
of science and modern ‘mysticism’ in landscape art is potentially valid also in Leighton’s work.
His simultaneous dedication to particular aspects of landscape and atmospheric phenomena
while retaining a sense of poetic vision in his oil sketches is the first indication of such a
possibility. Interpretation of his open-air work as more profoundly charged than mere records

of nature is evident even in contemporary reception. For instance, Mai Dean thus described the

619 See Frank M. Turner, ‘Ancient Materialism and Modern Science: Lucretius among the Victorians,’
in Contesting Cultural Authority: Essays in Victorian Intellectual Life (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 262-283.

620 James Clerk Maxwell, ‘Atom,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 9th ed., 11, ed. Thomas Spencer Baynes
(Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1875), 36-49.

621 That notion was most notably put forward by John Tyndall in his Belfast Address of 1874.

622 John Addington Symonds, Sketches and Studies in Italy (London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 1879), 107.
623 Symonds, Essays Speculative and Suggestive, 11, 123.

624 Jennifer Rachel Hallett, ‘Paganism in England 1885-1914° (PhD thesis, University of Bristol, 2006),
11.
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background of Leighton’s Winding the Skein, transferred almost directly from his Lindos,
Rhodes (see Chapter 2):

There was a landscape at the back, such a landscape, with an exquisite colour quality
that seemed to give an element of the Eternal to the picture. It might have been a most
ordinary domestic sketch; in Leighton’s hands magic had entered into it, and it was a

picture in a most real and vivid sense.5?°

This account exemplifies the importance of acknowledging the context in which Leighton’s
landscape studies were processed. Drawing on the subject pictures which featured certain
landscape oils is to examine their afterlife, their realised potential to inspire the artist’s
emotional and spiritual response. In cases where the studies themselves remain untraced,
leaning on the final product of a painting background is essential in assessing the importance
of particular environments to the artist’s mythopoeic thinking of nature. What kinds of spiritual
experience can be detected in Leighton’s works in this way, and is the scientifically as well as
mythographically conditioned pantheism a part of it?

A pivotal piece of evidence comes from Benjamin Disraeli’s novel Lothair of 1870, in which
Leighton was portrayed as Gaston Phoebus.®® As a denomination of Apollo, the name of
Phoebus contains explicit solar associations. However, this is seen not so much as a sign of the
protagonist’s sun-worship exclusively, as of pantheistic beliefs more broadly. Whilst in Rome,

Phoebus defiantly declared that:

“He would revive the worship of nature. The deities whom he so eloquently describes
and so exquisitely delineates are the ideal personifications of the most eminent human
qualities and chiefly the physical. [...]” “But Mr. Phoebus cannot really believe in
Apollo and Venus,” said Lothair. “These are phrases. He is, I suppose, what is called a
Pantheist.” “No doubt the Olympus of Mr. Phoebus is the creation of his easel,” replied
the Syrian. “I should not, however, describe him as a Pantheist, whose creed requires
more abstraction than Mr. Phoebus the worshipper of nature would tolerate. [...] As for

Pantheism, it is Atheism in domino. The belief in a Creator who is unconscious of

625 Mai Dean, ‘Lord Leighton: A Sketch,” Belgravia (April 1896), 380.
626 Simon Poé, ‘Representations of the Victorian Art World in Disraeli’s “Lothair”,” The British Art
Journal 5, no. 2 (2004), 23.
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creating is more monstrous than any dogma of any of the Churches in this city, and we

have them all here.””%%’

The discussion of the elusive meaning and definition of pantheism, including its demarcation
from the simple veneration of the beauties of the natural world, was certainly an essential
component of the allusions to Leighton. To the fact that he was widely identified with such
concerns points also Emilie Barrington’s statement that ‘Both to Watts and Leighton the beauty
of nature was a religion in itself. These two great artists worshipped and studied nature with
reverence and earnest devotion to the end of their lives, enlisting the best gifts in their
possession into her service.”®?® According to Barrington, it was the aesthetic appeal which drove
the described sympathy towards the natural world. This is confirmed by Leighton himself, who
in 1852 discussed ‘that other kind of minuteness which is the beautiful fruit of a refined love
for nature, and process from a feeling of piety towards the mother of art’.52° The same year, he
wrote to his mother: ‘it seems to me that one is instinctively aware of a kind of indefinable
innate relationship to the beauties manifested in nature, to which, by-the-bye, I think, all other
associations might ultimately be traced through different degrees of consanguinity’.®3® Despite
the aesthetically-based veneration, Leighton identifies a more profound connection with nature,
one he feels is inborn and thus organically felt. Similarly, Barrington interpreted the shared
enthusiasm of Leighton and Watts as ‘worship’ and ‘reverence’, characterised by lifelong,
‘earnest devotion’; all signalling an attitude exceeding mere interest in beauty. The close
friendship of the two artists and the frequent proximity of their landscape art points to a shared,

even jointly developed outlook on nature.

Importantly, in Lothair, Leighton was labelled a ‘worshipper of nature’ rather than a ‘Pantheist’,
for the latter would arguably imply his rejection of a ‘Creator’. In fact, the artist’s early
utterances confirm such belief. In a letter written to Eduard Steinle in 1853, Leighton thus
described his travel from Frankfurt to Rome:

When on my journey | saw Nature unfold before my eyes in her teeming summer glory,
and saw how each flower is like a miracle on her richly worked garment, when | saw

how golden threads wound everywhere through the whole fabric of beauty, then it

627 Benjamin Disraeli, Lothair, I11 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1870), 180-181.
628 Emilie Barrington, G. F. Watts: Reminiscences (London: George Allen, 1905), 30.
629 Barrington, Life, 1, 70.
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seemed to me that the artist could not without sacrilege pass over the least thing that is

sealed with the love of the Creator [...].%%!

This passage suggests a kind of epiphany Leighton experienced when admiring the Italian
landscape, induced by the observation that all things in nature are interconnected — from the
‘golden threads’ of sunshine to the plant-life. Crucially, this kind of thinking corresponds with
Ruskin’s early confidence in the benevolence of the universe, his romanticised vision of
Christianity. Three decades later, Ruskin still argued that ‘The real scientific man is one who
can embrace not only the laws that be, but who can feel to the full the beauty and truth of all

that nature has to show, as the Creator made them.’®%?

While not a declared atheist, Leighton did not seem to subscribe to any particular religious
practice. In a letter to Steinle, he even described himself as ‘really a profane fellow’.®*® His
close friend Robert Browning summarised him aptly as ‘an Artist whose Religion was his
Art’ %34 The family dynamic perhaps played a part in his dissociation from religious movements.
Leighton’s father, though Catholic, ‘had embraced freethinking’,%® whereas his mother,
although recognised the futility of luring him back into her Protestantism, still nurtured his basic
faith in the Creator. In 1852, she was imploring the young artist: ‘I beseech you, do not suffer
your disbelief in the dogmas of the Protestant Church to weaken the belief | hope you entertain
of the existence of a Supreme Being’.%*® This Leighton does not seem to have lost, and his
explorations of various landscapes could have been an attempt to lift the veil of nature’s
mystery, perceiving it as a divine emanation of some undisclosed yet undisputable higher

power.

Furthermore, the aforementioned passage from Lothair poses the question whether the
protagonist based on Leighton was a pantheist or a worshipper of nature, implying the
distinction of the two in strictest terms. By demonstrating his solar association through the name
of Phoebus, a third question arises of whether he was, perhaps, a sun worshipper instead. While

these three approaches to the natural world are ever so slightly different, they are not necessarily

831 1bid., 132.
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mutually exclusive, particularly in the context of Leighton’s loosely explored interests rather
than a systematic religious practice. Indeed, as Maurice Hewlett wrote in 1891: ‘I am sure [ am
a pantheist, because I worship the sun among other manifestations of God’.%3’ Just four years
after the publication of Lothair, Symonds similarly concluded: ‘Shelley’s, Wordsworth’s,
Goethe’s poetry has taught us this; we are all more or less Pantheists, worshippers of “God in
Nature,” convinced of the omnipresence of the informing mind.’®® To Symonds, pantheism
was identifiable with nature worship at large, as a direct inheritance of Romanticism. How,
then, does this relate to Leighton’s especial preoccupation with solar mythology displayed

throughout his official art?

In the Academy Address of 1883, Leighton referenced the mythopoeic theory that Greek
religion was rooted ‘mainly in the worship of personified forces and phenomena of Nature’.%%
This was an educated statement entailed by his profound interest in Greek religion and ritual,
which is revealed by his extensive library on the subjects. As Liz Prettejohn has noted, ‘Pagan
religion is important in Leighton’s art, and particularly the worship of Apollo, the sun god’.*
Indeed, there is a clear indication of the artist’s predominantly solar focus in the paintings
devoted to the myths of Apollo as well as to the aspects of his cult, for instance Helios and
Rhodos, The Daphnephoria, and Clytie. On the other hand, Leighton depicted also a number of
other, seemingly unrelated, mythological themes, such as Pan and Venus and Cupid, and even

a vision of an abstract natural presence, The Spirit of the Summit.

With the kind of intellectual and emotional freedom the artist enjoyed, perhaps there is no
reason for him not to be all of those things — a pantheist, a devotee of the natural beauty, and a
sun worshipper — by simply attuning his senses to particular environments. This is supported
by the versatility of the landscape oil sketches he painted at different locations, and further
evidenced by their incorporation in the pictures of various mythological and symbolic themes.
In fact, two main divisions emerge out of Leighton’s oeuvre, based on the subjects and environs
depicted. Thus, the inland landscapes of Italy, Scotland and Switzerland, from the countryside
to high mountains, resulted in pantheistic visions of nature, whose particular aspects inspired

depictions of various divine presences. These will be examined in Chapter 8 (‘Playground of

837 Quoted in Hallett, ‘Paganism in England,” 11.

638 John Addington Symonds, Sketches in Italy and Greece (London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 1874), 298.
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the Gods’) and Chapter 10 (‘The Natural Sublime’). Meanwhile, the coastal environments of
Greece and Ireland inspired works dedicated to solar mythology, and those will be discussed in
Chapter 9 (‘The Islands of the Sun’) and Chapter 11 (‘Sunsets of the North’).

Of significance to the discussion of Part 111 is the Victorian form of the time-honoured division
between the north and the south, which entailed different responses to nature. For instance,
Richard Jenkyns has noted that Symonds ‘was always fond of contrasting southern luminosity
with the misty landscapes of the north’.%4! Similarly, Walter Pater observed that ‘In German
imaginations even now traces are often to be found of that love of the sun [and] that weariness
of the North’.%#2 German tradition played a crucial role in the forming of Leighton’s idea of
nature already at an early stage. His father was versed in German philosophy, particularly in
Hegel, and their correspondence attests to the young artist’s desire to understand the most

profound concepts. In 1852, Leighton Senior explained to him Hegel’s Idee as:

perhaps what some people call the soul in nature, or in still plainer English, nature, or
the unknown cause of all we see, not an abstraction but a real entity, impersonal,
however, and therefore not a god, acting to a certain laws, unconsciously in external
nature (in ihrem Anders’sein) coming to itself — acting consciously in man, but more

reflectively in science, more instructively in art.®*

Close examination of nature, therefore, brought one closer to the impenetrable presence sensed
instinctively. Hegel called it a ‘unification’ of one’s feeling with ‘something higher, essential,

and universal’, specifying that

the single natural objects — and above all the elemental ones, like the sea, rivers,
mountains, stars — are not accepted just as they are in their separation, but, lifted into the

realm of our ideas, acquire for our ideas the form of universal and absolute existence.

Now these ideas in their universality and essential implicit character art concentrates

into a picture for contemplation by direct consciousness and sets them out for the spirit

®41 Richard Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1980), 45.
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in the objective form of a picture. This is the beginning of art. The immediate reverence

for natural objects — nature worship and fetish worship — is therefore not yet art.544

The ‘elemental’ objects listed by Hegel, from the sea to the stars, feature prominently in
Leighton’s oil sketches as well as his explicitly symbolist subject pictures, which will be
discussed in the following chapters. Hegel’s derivation of ideas from the initial impulse of
viewing a particular landscape to some extent stands in opposition to Ruskin’s concept of

pathetic fallacy, in which the observer’s emotional state is projected onto nature.?%°

In the Academy Address of 1879, Leighton analysed the anthropomorphising processes of the
mythopoeic mind in response to the natural surroundings, arguing that ‘this instinctive tendency
to see our own image everywhere, and to project it over all created things still lives on’. He

then explained that:

beyond this transforming activity of the imagination there is a deeper and more intimate
sentiment which mixes with our perception of the aspects of Nature, a sense of their
direct relation to man and of the influence on our consciousness of his presence or

absence in their midst.54®

Leighton’s recognition of a profound connection with the natural world echoes Ruskin, for
whom landscape is ‘symbolic of Being, of that which contains the mysterious unity of man and
nature; and landscape painting is the highest statement of this relation that nature calls upon the

artist to make.’ 847

Part of the inquiry into the hidden mystery of nature was Leighton’s fascination with the
environmental impact on the art of the ancient civilizations. In the Academy Address of 1883,
he prefaced the examination of the art of the Egyptians and the Greeks with a discussion of their
climate and the scenery in which they lived as the circumstances which subsequently shaped
their artistic spirit.548 Leighton was drawing largely on the theory developed by Johann Joachim

Winckelmann, who ‘associated the artistic achievement of the Greeks with their particular
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physical climate and cultural environment’.®*® Ruskin, meanwhile, claimed that ‘landscape
seems hardly to have exercised any strong influence, as such, on any pagan nation or pagan
artist.” ®° Just as Leighton filtered various national styles through the specific responses to
versatile environments, an analogous quest can be applied to his own landscape art. What, then,
was so peculiar about each of the distinct environments depicted by the artist that triggered his

particular artistic response?

An instance of such a relation is again indicated by Leighton’s Academy Address, in which he
also quoted from Ernest Renan’s The General History and Comparative System of the Semitic
Languages (1863): “”The desert,” he writes, “is monotheistic; sublime in its immense
uniformity, it revealed to man the idea of the Infinite, but not the sense of an incessant creative
activity which more fertile regions breathed into other races.”””®* Leighton had himself depicted
the sublime immensity of the Egyptian desert several times upon his voyage up the Nile in
1868. Such oil sketches as the Red Mountains, Desert, Egypt [Fig. 134] contemplate the rugged
sunburnt landscape enveloped in a heat-stricken atmosphere. Curiously, it was painted a year
after Prayer for Death in the Desert by Elihu Vedder [Fig. 135], an associate of the Etruscan
circle. Both paintings are of distinctly elongated formats, betraying Costa’s influence. Perhaps
himself inspired by the trope of Vedder’s figure, reaching out to the sky in despair, a decade
later Costa began working on Frate Francesco e Frate Sole [Fig. 136], in which St. Francis
greets the sun in an analogous way. However, while Vedder’s protagonist prays for a merciful
death in the barren, sunburnt environment, Costa’s saint salutes the sun’s life-giving powers
exerted on the fertile Italian land. As the chapters of Part 11 will argue, Leighton’s own interest
in this duality of solar force can be found across his oeuvre.

Giuliana Pieri has noted that in the process of sketching from nature, Costa identified the
sentimento, a sense of a spiritual communion with the landscape.®? This experience could then
take a form of a mythopoeic response to certain natural phenomena, as The Queen of the Air

promulgated. The importance of this context lies in Raymond Fitch’s conclusion that, to Ruskin,
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“Nature is meaningless without myth’.%>® Taking cue from Fitch, Part III will discuss ‘myth’ in
Leighton’s landscape art in its broader meaning of ‘primary archetypes or structures of
experience characteristic of a particular cultural movement’,%* be it ancient Greek or Romantic.
The following discussion will examine Leighton’s artistic treatment of ‘myth’ understood as

both the classical legacy as well as the numinous effect of nature more universally.

853 Fitch, The Poison Sky, 415.
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Chapter 8

The Roman Campagna: Playground of the Gods

Despite being identified with the most traditional landscape of all, it was the Roman Campagna,
Italian countryside around the capital, which inspired new responses early in Leighton’s art.
Once he arrived in Rome in 1852, he made contact with the international colony of painters
empirically verifying for themselves the rolling plains and the limpid atmosphere, first
appreciated by Claude and Poussin. Their plein air studies were subsequently processed into
large-scale amalgamations which for centuries set the tone for the tradition of classical,
Italianate landscape. Although Claude’s staffage figures were dwarfed by the sweeping vistas
into which they were thrown, his paintings illustrated mythical scenes, often from Ovid’s
Metamorphoses,®® and thus established the half-imagined, half-observed settings of these
ancient stories as the unmistakable idyll of the Campagna. As Giuliana Pieri has noted, by the
nineteenth century, ‘The desolate stretch of land on the outskirts of Rome, with its classical
associations, embodied the idea of Italy as a land of the past, the playground of the gods in
which one could project one’s own vision of the classical world.”®® The ancient lure of the
Mediterranean continued well into the modern times thanks to its abundance in remnants of
antiquity, with which the local communities easily identified, as well as its climate and
environment, similarly providing a direct connection to the past. In Studies of the Greek Poets
(1873), which Leighton owned,%” Symonds observed about Italy, that ‘men themselves are
more a part of Nature here than in the North, more fit for companionship with deities of stream
and hill’.®*® The specific light conditions in the Mediterranean, namely the warm, diffused
sunlight, helped create an atmosphere potent for seeing a divine presence permeating the

landscape.

Indeed, Leighton’s view of Monte Sacro [Fig. 19], although essentially a traditionally
panoramic scene of the Campagna which captures the emblematic features of its landscape —

8% See Claire Pace, ‘““The Golden Age... The First and Last Days of Mankind”: Claude Lorrain and
Classical Pastoral, with Special Emphasis on Themes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses,” Artibus et Historiae
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the rolling plains, distant hills and the mostly clear sky — still conveys an aura of sanctity. The
diffused light seems to wrap softly around all elements, signifying the omnipresence of the sun,
while the distant sfumato envelops the mountainous horizon with a vapoury mist. The historic
remnants of the distant past, scattered along the painting’s diagonal and emphatically glistening
in the sun, literally mark the ‘antiquity’ of this land. The green masses of rolling plains, which
Leighton distinguished by soft tonal transitions, evoke the unfolding of nature’s mystery, as in
to illustrate his written reflection about the Italian landscape made in 1853.5%° From that year
onwards, the artist regularly set out on sketching expeditions in the Campagna with Costa,

%60 undoubtedly

whose ‘pantheistic vision’ of the Italian landscape, noted by Simon Reynolds,
stimulated Leighton’s mythologised perception of the Roman countryside. For Costa, landscape
art was not a mere topographical record of a place. He was a firm believer in capturing ‘the
spiritual essence of the place’, the more universal genius loci as much as the artist’s own
personal feeling, stato d’animo, or sentimento, developed through close communion with
nature. As Costa admitted to George Howard, to him, ‘painting from nature showed itself to be

divine, ever shrouded in mystery’.%%

Unlike Leighton who did not think figures in landscape were necessary to convey a
metaphysical quality, Costa often added staffage to his characteristically panoramic views.
Leighton’s scrutiny of his inclusion of a faun in The Whistler [Fig. 18] suggests that, for him,
signalling a sacred character of a place through the presence of Pan-like figures became
redundant in later years, and that a pure landscape picture was enough to evoke an atmosphere
of sanctity. To convey the Romantic religio loci without the staffage figures of Pan, fauns, or
nymphs, required a painterly ability to capture a certain undisclosed mystery, a hue of
sacredness surrounding the natural scenery. Leighton’s view of Monte Sacro exemplifies limpid
sunlight and hills rolling gently far into the distance as perfect tropes of nature blissfully idyllic,
yet always just out of reach for the spectator, perpetually unfolding. Monte Sacro indeed seems
to have been painted already in the 1850s, as it still displays a strong footing in the Italianate
landscape tradition, presenting the Campagna as a locus amoenus, yet it is additionally saturated

with a mystically luminous atmosphere.

In Leighton’s subject pictures, however, his early reception of the Campagnan environment did

include mythological figures set in the classically associated landscapes. In January 1856, the

69 Barrington, Life, I, 132.
660 Reynolds, ‘William Blake Richmond in Italy,” 162.
€61 Pieri, ‘Giovanni Costa and George Howard,” 302, 357.
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poet Robert Browning reported that Leighton produced ‘designs for perhaps a dozen delicious
pagan figures; a sudden taste that has possessed him’.%%2 The artist’s ‘sudden’ turn to paganism,
despite recent work on Cimabue’s Celebrated Madonna (1853-1855), was certainly a curious
development and perhaps speaks of the increasingly prevalent influences Leighton absorbed in
Rome. In 1856, whilst already in Paris, he completed two paintings, Pan and Venus and Cupid.
In the autumn, he sent them to London, to be hung in the studio of the recently befriended
Watts.®5® Leighton’s Pan [Fig. 137] is a nude, bearded youth shown in a sensual contrapposto,
leaning against the grass-covered opening of a wooded dell. Behind him, far into the distance
stretches a field of golden corn. On the extremely high horizon, nearly reaching the upper edge
of the canvas, emerges a faint blue silhouette of a mountain. Framed with the foreground
repoussoir of trees, Pan reaches for a leafy branch above his head to pluck a fig, which is a

reference to a passage from John Keats’s Endymion:

O thou, to whom
Broad-leaved fig-trees even now foredoom

Their ripen’d fruitage.®%

This Romantic poem is perhaps not the only literary allusion of the painting. Also in 1856, came
out Aurora Leigh by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the wife of Robert Browning. Leighton met
both in Rome in 1854, and the couple also introduced him to the American sculptress Harriet
Hosmer.®% This new group of friends frequently picnicked in the Campagna.®®® Their close
contact could account for the apparent affinities of Leighton’s picture with one of the passages
from Aurora Leigh:

A pagan, kissing, for a step of Pan,

The wild-goat’s hoof-print on the loamy down,
Exceeds our modern thinker who turns back
The strata... granite, limestone, coal, and clay,

Concluding coldly with, ‘Here’s law! Where’s God?*%%’

62 Harriet Hosmer: Letters and Memories, ed. Cornelia Carr (London: John Lane the Bodley Head,
1913), 90.
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Though opposed to pagan faith, Barrett Browning acknowledges here its lost ability to perceive
the divine aspect of nature. As the lyrical subject implies, partially responsible for that loss is
the materialistic approach of modern science, which is illustrated by the geological analysis of
a specific fragment of the landscape, a ‘loamy down’, which in ancient times was attributed to
the presence of the goat god. His use as an emblem of primeval harmony with nature is not
incidental. Ronald Hutton has described the nineteenth-century vision of Pan as opposing the
‘philistinism of the new science’ and the industrial revolution, and his cult — Pantheism — as
largely merging with pantheism.®® The artistic and literary interpretations of the theme of
Leighton and Barrett Browning anticipate the pagan revival of the 1890s, which is exemplified
by Leighton’s bookplate (see page 39), as well by as the paintings of John William Waterhouse
and Lawrence Alma-Tadema, filled with satyrs and nymphs.

Remarkably, Barrett Browning’s ‘loamy down’ is the setting also for Leighton’s Pan. In fact,
his peculiar landscape and the overall composition perhaps echo Barrett Browning’s geological
thinking of the natural environment. The lower half of the painting is a study of the soil from
which grow the grass, the trees, and the corn in the upper half. Finally, the minute shape of the
distant mountain, towering over the view from afar, signals its elevating journey from the depths
of the Earth. Importantly, in March 1855 Robert Browning described Pan as depicting a ‘fine
fellow treating himself to figs, while he has grapes and gourds about his feet, down in a dell,
with blue Italian scenery over his head’,%° which suggests that Leighton based his landscape
on the countryside around Rome, where he was living before moving to Paris in May of that

year.

Direct inspiration for the background of Pan came possibly from Leighton’s open-air study
known as A View in Italy with a Cornfield [Fig. 138]. The close proximity of the sketch to the
painting, which included an ‘Italian scenery’ already in May 1855, points to the conclusion that
it was also produced around that time, and thus presents a case for yet another overlooked early
landscape study by Leighton. The artist’s picnics in the Campagna, in the company of the
Brownings who both wrote on Pan, can be seen as central in shaping his perception of the

bucolic Roman countryside. The affinities Pan shares with A View in Italy with a Cornfield, in

6% Ronald Hutton, ‘Finding a God,” in Ronald Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern
Pagan Witchcraft (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), accessed 5 June 2020. https://oxford-
universitypressscholarship-
com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780198207443.001.0001/acprof-9780198207443.
89 Harriet Hosmer, 66.
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addition to the characteristically vertical format, consist of the central field of yellow corn,
flanked by a twisted tree with leaves similarly scattered against the azure of the sky, and the
background view identically raised up to a gentle curve, with distant mountain tops emerging
from behind the horizon [Fig. 139]. The buildings dotted across the hill in the sketch were
removed from the painting, as Pan symbolised the purity of nature. In their place, sheep were
painted to invoke a blissful, pastoral landscape, and to emphasise Pan’s associations with
shepherds, made obvious also by the shepherd’s crook in his hand. Furthermore, Leighton’s
accentuation of the rugged mountain in the background of Pan ties together all the different
environs over which the god had dominion, from the depressions to the elevations of the land.
Indeed, the entry on Pan in the ninth edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica, which Leighton
owned,®”® highlights the variety of environments over which the god presided,®’* which points

to his omnipresent — pantheistic — character.

Upon completion, Leighton sent his painting to Watts, who praised it for ‘a wonderful
perception of natural effects’.5’? In fact, previous scholarship has overlooked the context of
Watts’s own work, Echo [Fig. 140], painted in the 1840s during his stay in Italy. Notable is not
only the distinctly upright format and the central nude — in this case female — shown in a
contrapposto and leaning against a tree, but also the landscape setting — a dell of sorts in the
foreground, while the upper half of the picture space extends into a vast distance gradually
enveloped in the bluish sfumato and concluded with a mountain top emerging softly on the
horizon. Allen Staley has interpreted Watts’s landscape as largely ideal rather than
topographically accurate, though nonetheless stemming from the artist’s stay in Florence.®™ It
is plausible that Watts based the distant mountain on his oil studies of the bluish Carrara
quarries. If true, he subsequently implemented them into a typological Renaissance landscape
background, which infused the real Tuscan environs with the pathos of the meandering planes
stretching far into the hazy blue distance. Browning’s description of Pan’s ‘blue Italian scenery
over his head’ seems to imply that Leighton’s landscape background was reworked at a later

stage, imposing an actual, observed Campagnan scenery — A View in Italy with a Cornfield —
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onto the conventional trope of unfolding planes steeped in sfumato. It is thus plausible that Pan

was inspired by Watts’s earlier picture.

Leighton shifted away from tradition not only in the area of landscape, but also in the very
depiction of Pan. He emphatically abandoned the animalistic nature of the ‘wild-goat’ god.
Indeed, with the vine-leaf crown and plentiful fruit beneath his feet, he is more suggestive of
Bacchus than of the brute goat-god, whose only obvious attribute he carries are the panpipes
(syrinx). According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘The analogy of his nature with Dionysus
led to his assimilation with the Satyrs, and he is often pictured among the Bacchic Thiasus.’¢"*
These Dionysian associations of Pan are closer to Leighton’s depiction, which puts a strong
emphasis on the bacchanalian aspects. In addition to the ‘ripen’d fruitage’ of the fig tree,
beneath the god’s feet is assembled a luscious still life comprised of a pumpkin and a corncob,
as well as a pomegranate and grapes — elements perhaps deliberately repeated in Leighton’s late
mythological paintings. Moreover, both Pythagoras and Aristotle considered Apollo and
Dionysus either as brothers or two emanations of the same,®”® and this dualistic unity of the
sun-god and the earth-god can be extended to Pan, whom Walter Pater saw as a component of

‘the conception of Dionysus’.5’® Thus, the symbolism of Leighton’s picture conveys the

abundance of the Italian countryside induced by the warmth of the Mediterranean sun.

The artist’s portrayal as Phoebus in Disraeli’s Lothair is also highly revealing, as the sun-
associated protagonist owned a steam-yacht named ‘Pan’.%”” Just four years after the novel was
published, Symonds concluded that, despite the beckoning charms of Italian landscape,
‘Nothing can take us back to Phoebus or Pan. Nothing can identify us with the simple natural
earth.”8”® His assertion that a modern person cannot simply return to the ancient frame of mind
correlates with Leighton’s efforts to revive such a perception of nature. By invoking Pan and
Phoebus together, both Symonds and Disraeli appear to be making a direct connection between
solar worship and a pantheistic veneration of nature — the two opposite elements representing
heaven and earth which come together in perfect unison in the luminous south. Around the same

time, Symonds also asked: ‘What is Apollo but the magic of the sun, whose soul is light? [...]
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What is Pan but the mystery of Nature, the felt and hidden want pervading all?’®"® Leighton’s
paintings of the Campagna, whether landscapes pure or with staffage, bring to prominence the
union of the sun and the land, which radiates a characteristically Mediterranean glow.

Although Leighton’s two bold nudes caused a stir when they were sent to an exhibition in
Philadelphia, Harriet Hosmer was very fond of his Pan,%° and herself embarked on a related
theme, exhibiting the sculpture The Sleeping Faun in 1865.%! When it was displayed in Dublin,
a connection was immediately made between Hosmer’s work and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel
The Marble Faun (Transformation) of 1860, which was based on his stay in Rome in 1858-
1859, and his acquaintance with Hosmer.®82 Although the book predates the sculpture,
Hosmer’s acknowledgement in the novel, as Kenyon,?® is undeniable and therefore implies her
workshop, including the concept of a ‘marble faun’, as relevant to the story which revolved
around the ideas of rejection of Christianity and the return to the quintessentially pagan
harmony with nature. The evident interest in the myths and symbolism of Pan and related
creatures demonstrated by all members of the group in question, Hosmer and the Brownings,%®*
could easily explain Leighton’s own affair with paganism, ‘a sudden taste that has possessed

him’ precisely following the friends’ frequent picnics in the Campagna.

In a stark contrast to his first depiction of Pan as an idealized youth bearing no goatish features,
Leighton’s subsequent treatment of the figure moved towards the more traditional appearance
of the ‘goat-god’. The artist produced an illustration for Barrett Browning’s poem ‘A Musical
Instrument’, which was published in 1860. His plate, ‘The Great God Pan’ [Fig. 141], captures
the third stanza:

High on the shore sate the great god Pan,
While turbidly flowed the river;

And hacked and hewed as a great god can,
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With his hard bleak steel at the patient reed [...].5%

Leighton’s Pan, now with goat’s hindquarters, is seated on a riverbank and playing the panpipes
he had just made. The story of Pan and Syrinx, the water nymph who turned into reed upon the
god’s unwelcome pursuit, is Leighton’s earliest depiction of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, while the
last one was his striking vision of Clytie (1896), another nymph transformed into a plant and
similarly signifying the female element in nature succumbing to a masculine power. If Pan,

through his association with Dionysus,®®

can be identified with the sun god Apollo, then both
Ovidian myths appear to pertain to the destructive solar influence on the earth — either through
its intensity, as exemplifies the warm climate of central Italy, or through its scarceness
characteristic to such northern regions as Ireland, where Leighton unorthodoxly situated his
Clytie. On the other hand, Pater in ‘The Myth of Demeter and Persephone’ (1876) stated that
‘the later Greeks’ thought of Pan as a mother-earth type deity,%®’ as he seems to have lost his
explicit masculinity in the clash with the newly dominant Olympian god Apollo. Leighton’s
two strikingly different depictions of Pan equally signify the duality of the solar power, which
in the painting of 1856 offers a life-giving force to the lush landscape filled with produce, and

is reflected by the youth and beauty of the god.

Despite these transcendental themes, Leighton appears to have captured a particular location in
the distant background of the poem illustration. His preparatory drawing suggests he had in
mind the temple complex at Paestum [Fig. 142], and the unmistakable outline of Vesuvius [Fig.
143]. Leighton visited Paestum, ‘the most exalted architectonic impression that I have ever
received’,®%® on his way to Capri in 1859 and, although he admired it greatly, this seems to be
the only record he made of it. While Leighton’s depiction of Pan is not set in the Roman
Campagna upon this occasion, it nonetheless signals the importance of Italian landscape to his

evolving consideration of the god’s myth.

Pan’s transition back to his primeval form of a goat-god was likely entailed by the very poem

Leighton was illustrating, which stresses his animalistic and destructive nature. As Barrett

%8 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, ‘A Musical Instrument,” Cornhill Magazine 2, no. 7 (July 1860), 84.
686 In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Pan emerges also in an opposition to Apollo in the story of their musical
duel, which symbolised the replacement of the older chthonic deities of the earth by the new Olympian
pantheon residing in the heavens.

%87 Pater, Greek Studies, 96.

688 Barrington, Life, 11, 50.

187



Browning’s lyrical subject exclaims: ‘half a beast is the great god Pan’.%%® This emphasis on the
god’s beastly nature followed shortly Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species (1859),
which caused a great uproar due to its notion of various species being intertwined and related.
Barrett Browning had anticipated the effect of science as catastrophic to faith in Aurora Leigh,
where Pan represented the mystery permeating nature, now stripped away by scientific
materialism. Symonds, on the other hand, believed that ‘the Philosophy of Evolution [...] may
be expected to reanimate religion and to restore spirituality to the universe’.®® Darwin’s
confirmation of man’s primordial connection with nature certainly offered new avenues of

metamorphic myths to explore.

Although Barrett Browning insisted on the goatish nature of the god, she herself later admitted:
‘Pan signifies “all”, besides his individual goat-godship’.%®* Her emphasis on the beastly
physigue of the god was an attempt to reverse his image as fleshless and universal, though with
little success. The omnipresent and abstract character of Pan is a direct inheritance from
Romanticism, although rooted already in antiquity. Richard Jenkyns points out that he ‘became
in late Greek theology the god of universal nature. The Greeks themselves accepted the false
etymology which connected the name of Pan with the Greek word for ‘all’, and Pan became the
god of the pantheists.” The Romantics simply returned to the figure of Pan as a symbol of nature,
and particularly of the countryside.®®2 Indeed, Keats’s ‘Hymn to Pan’ in his Endymion, invoked
by Leighton’s painting of 1856, identifies the god as a ‘forester divine” and a ‘satyr king’, but
simultaneously describes him as ‘a symbol of immensity’, with ‘a touch ethereal’. This

Romantic heritage remained central to Victorian writers and artists.

In fact, even ‘A Musical Instrument’ finds its source in the Pan and Syrinx myth filtered through
Percy Shelley’s ‘Hymn of Pan’,%° wherein the god himself assumes the voice of the lyrical
subject. The poet also notably translated the Homeric Hymn to Pan, and erected a small statue
of the god in his garden,®® explicitly demonstrating where his religious sympathies lay.

Although this has escaped scholarly attention, Shelley became a salient figure to Leighton, who
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read him, as well as of him,5%

and even painted a view of A Street in Lerici, near where Shelley
was drowned in 1878 (see Appendix Il, cat. 118). Equally revealing is the last time Leighton
saw Browning, in 1888, when the latter engaged in a lengthy discussion on Byron and Shelley,
in which he was encouraged by the artist.?®® The Brownings were key mediators of Shelley’s
work and myth, and perhaps the first ones to spark Leighton’s interest in him already in the
1850s, within the surroundings of the Roman Campagna. Of no lesser importance is the
influence of Giovanni Costa and his Etruscan circle of painters who, as Christopher Newall and
Arnika Schmidt have emphasised, perceived the Italian landscape through the eyes of Shelley

and Keats, themselves indebted to Greek and Roman bucolic poetry.5%’

In the Academy Address of 1887, in which he analysed the twilight of antiquity, Leighton likely
echoed Shelley’s ‘mountain-walking Pan’,®%® in addition to quoting from Barrett Browning’s
‘A Musical Instrument’: ‘The great god Pan himself, the all-pervading spirit of the fruitful earth,
Pan with his “jolly Satyrs,” is no longer heard along the mountain-tops; his pipes are no longer
“sweet, piercing sweet, by the river”.%® Leighton seems to have referenced also Barrett

Browning’s much earlier poem, ‘The Dead Pan’ (1844), which declared:

Not a sound the silence thrills
Of the everlasting hills.

Pan, Pan is dead.”®

The latter phrase is incessantly repeated throughout the poem in order to signal the end of the
pagan world, including of the Greek mythology, and the triumph of Christianity.”®* This was
one of the several interpretations of the story told by Plutarch, according to whom the news of
the Great Pan’s death was puzzlingly proclaimed to the Egyptian sailor Thamus, passing by the
island of Paxi en route to Italy. This still unexplained myth could pertain to Christianity’s

8% A reply from Swinburne of 1885 demonstrates Leighton’s profound analysis of Shelley’s works in
preparation for his frieze Music, LH/1/1/5/S/S18, Leighton House Museum, London. Leighton also
owned Shelley’s biography by Edward Dowden (1888): Christie, Manson, and Woods, Catalogue of the
Valuable Library, lot 102.
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takeover during the time of Tiberius, but could also be a mere philological accident.”®? Shelley
was among the Romantics who announced ‘the Great God Pan alive again’, and seemed to have

genuinely venerated the ancient deity for what it came to represent in the new industrial age.”®

Leighton’s emphasis on the ‘mountain-tops’ as Pan’s domain, suggested earlier also in the
background of his 1856 painting, indicates the god’s presence in the context of physical
intermediaries between the heavens and the earth. Indeed, Patricia Merivale has pointed to the
consistent interpretation of ‘Pan’s twofold nature as an emblem of the universe, which is made
up of (goatish) earth and (human or divine) heaven (or the heavens)’.”% Leighton’s works
demonstrate that his understanding of Pan combined the materialistic tradition of the shaggy
goat-god with the Orphic pantheistic aspect.”® The latter — the impalpable, immaterial aspect
of Pan — presented an ambitious challenge for landscape art as it could be only indirectly
revealed in depictions of nature. Whether this intention was deliberately present in Leighton’s
oil sketches of the Campagna is potentially signalled through the writings of William Blake
Richmond, with whom he painted the Roman countryside in the 1860s, and who notoriously
emulated Leighton’s art. Thus, Richmond’s expressions of a spiritual reading of the natural
environment, especially in the context of the Campagna, likely reflect the influence of

Leighton’s own perception. According to Simon Reynolds:

Richmond, whose change of religious convictions had started during his first visit to
Rome, was now fast on the way to becoming a convinced pantheist. In his memoirs he
recalled: [...] I was more and more sure that for myself a religion based upon a kind of

pantheism was for me, and that it must consist in and on feeling rather than argument.’

The artist’s open admission to pantheism following his stay in Rome in the 1860s, when he was
in the company of Leighton and Costa, confirms the importance of the Campagnan landscape
to provoking a spiritual reception of nature. Indeed, Richmond’s early biographer noted that ‘In
delicacy of interpretation, in exquisite semi-tones, in a sense of the muystic, intangible,
evanescent loveliness of nature, he expressed the Pantheism with which he was permeated’.”"’

These are precisely the painterly measures with which Leighton’s own views of the Campagna
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achieved a luminous atmosphere wrapped in a sense of nature’s mystery. Indeed, Richmond
noted the Italian clime as especially predisposed to inducing the impression of nature filled with
deities:

Happily the Catholic religion as received in the south has never lost its primary touch
with paganism [...]; it did not destroy, but made use of the elder gods, and Pan is not
dead, he is about still. So that to appeal to the modern southern mind through pantheism

is no novelty, for it is already prepared for by irrevocable antecedents.

The survival of Pan’s spirit in general consciousness helps interpret Leighton’s visions of the
Roman countryside in a new light. An Outcrop in the Campagna [Fig. 39], believed to have
been produced in the company of Richmond and Costa in 1866, shifts from the outdated modes
of Italianate landscape of Claude and Poussin to the latest experimental approach of Corot.
Contrary to the previous sweeping panorama of Monte Sacro, Leighton now selected a small,
somewhat odd, fragment of the landscape and imposed a diagonal composition. The grassy
slope is horizontally cut off at the top by a row of shrubs and stone, and dramatically
accentuated by the two foreground rocks glowing in the sunlight, as the architectural elements
in the previous sketch. The heat radiating from the outcrop is almost palpable, so skilful had
Leighton become in operating with pigments and textures of oil paint. The pristinely blue sky
emanates with warm luminosity — the ‘unclouded southern splendour’,”® whose purity signals
that the veil of nature’s mystery has been lifted for the artist to penetrate. Leighton replaced the
physical embodiment of Pan with abstracted nature, thus representing ‘the Orphic philosophers’

view that Pan is the spirit pervading the earth’."*

The two worlds — heaven and earth — are abruptly separated by the diagonal outline of the hill,
yet the equal radiance of both unites them and elevates this view to something more than a
purely artistic exercise. Through the accentuated diagonal of the composition, the outcrop
reaches dynamically towards the sky, almost meeting it in the upper left corner, thus signifying
the union of the two distinct worlds. Abandoning the, no longer necessary, literal presence of
the Greek god, Leighton here conveys ‘the allegorists’ view that the goat half of Pan represents

the earth and his human half the heavens’.”*! The artist’s ability to organically fuse these two

08 Richmond, Assisi, 70.

99 |_eighton used this expression in a letter to Watts dated 17 January 1887: LH/1/1/6/005, Leighton
House Museum, London.

10 Merivale, Pan the Goat-God, 102.

1 Ibid.

191



opposite elements, the ethereal and the solid, by the means of sunlight, allows for imagining a
meeting of Pan and Apollo. The sun indeed acts as a vehicle carrying, or awakening, the divine
presence in nature, permeating it and radiating from it with a soft glow of mystery. Sunlight
symbolically pervades all, just as the pantheistic presence associated with Pan since antiquity
itself.

In short, Leighton’s stay in Rome in the 1850s introduced him to the ancient connection
between the Greek god Pan and the gently sunlit landscape of the Roman Campagna. He first
explored this theme literally, setting the god in the Campagnan surroundings in the flesh, and
later gradually shifted towards the Romantic concept of Pan as nature itself, with the god’s
peculiar dual physicality representing the union of the earth and the heavens.
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Chapter 9

Capri and Rhodes: Islands of the Sun

Leighton’s sensibility to detecting divinities in nature, instigated by his excursions into the
Roman Campagna, seems to have continued underlying his landscape practice elsewhere in the
Mediterranean. The artist moved from studying the former’s diffused light to being captivated
by the sunlight’s concentration on the water surrounding the visited islands. Indeed, the key to
unlocking Leighton’s particular reception of the islands of Capri and Rhodes is his increasing
fascination with light phenomena, attested by his oil studies as well as his writings. As Emilie

Barrington insightfully observed:

No one, | believe, has ever painted the luminous quality of white, as it is seen under
heated sunlight in the South, with the same charm as Leighton. The sketches he made
of buildings in Capri are quite marvellously true on their rendering of such effects. He
made equally beautiful studies of mountains and sea, under the rarefied atmosphere of
Greece. He seemed always happiest, | think, when the key of his pictures and sketches
was light and sunlit [..]."*2

How, then, can these artistic explorations of light effects in the Italian and Greek islands be
interpreted as signs of Leighton’s inclination towards solar mythology, or even full-blown sun-
worship? While such abstract notions may be only speculated about his pure landscape works,
their utilisation in particular mythological and symbolist subject pictures suggests the role of
these environments in eliciting solar associations, both instinctive and rooted in antiquity.
Capri, to which Leighton first travelled in 1859, is a chief example of a location invoking such
connections. In 1875, Leighton revisited the island in the company of Costa, and it is not
improbable that they encountered Axel Munthe, a Swedish physician who also arrived in Capri
that year. In fact, both Leighton and Munthe belonged to St James’s Clubs in London,”* where
they also could have met. Munthe eventually bought the Villa San Michele in the village of

Anacapri, which he later turned into ‘a sanctuary to the Sun where I was to seek knowledge and

"2 Barrington, Life, 11, 18.
3 Bailey, ‘Leighton — Public and Private Lives,” 25; Axel Munthe, The Story of San Michele (New
York: E. P. Dutton, 1930), xiv.
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light from the glorious god I had been worshipping my whole life’.”** The island’s milieu of
sun worshippers facilitated Leighton’s exposure to such a spiritual perception of its peculiar

landscape.

On the other hand, the effects the artist first captured in 1859 were anticipated by his natural
sensibility to the solar sublimity displayed already upon his arrival in Italy in 1852, as

exemplifies his description of a Venetian sunrise:

the sun has appeared above the horizon; not that | see his own, real, glorious face, for
he is hidden behind an ancient palace, but | see his reflection glowing in the eye of
nature. [...] For a while you yourself and everything round you seems wrapped in a

trance [...]; the sky is a sea of light; the sun is in the wide heavens [...]."*°

Thus, even prior to meeting Costa, Italian atmosphere elicited in the young Leighton a
mythopoeic response, in which the sun’s ‘glorious face’ is reflected ‘in the eye of nature’.
Furthermore, the effect of the ‘sea of light” was to become the focal point of the sketches he

produced in the Mediterranean islands.

Although Leighton’s Capri sketches remained largely unused as painting backgrounds, they
themselves exhibit his fascination with the island’s specific environment, in which three distinct
elements — the sea, the land, and the sun — vividly interact with one another. With these new
stimuli, absent from the Campagna and provided by the blending of light, water and rocks,
Leighton keenly sought out compositions that would encompass all the three primary
components of this environment. In View in Capri [Fig. 144], every part of the landscape, from
the water and the sky to the backlit rocks and the white-washed houses, is tinted with a subdued
pink hue, so as to emphasise the permeating power of the setting sun. Though the tones are
muted and the sun itself is hidden from view, revealed only through the glow it radiates onto
the landscape, the unified colour palette as well as the gentle luminosity of the sea and the sky

convey a sense of nature’s mystery through the illumination of its every aspect.

The island’s specific conditions — the dramatic elevations of the craggy land as well as the
embrace of the sea’s waters — created some spectacular light effects which varied greatly
depending on the time of day. A recently resurfaced sketch by the name of Capri [Fig. 145]

offers another take on the island’s characteristic features, although it is focused on the land

14 Munthe, The Story of San Michele, 506.
15 Barrington, Life, I, 78-79.
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itself rather than the rocks’ striking outlines against the backdrop of the sea. Leighton applied
here a lowered viewpoint, which guides the eye from the foreground shrubbery, through the
cubic the houses, to the rugged mountain on the horizon. In this sunlit landscape, which the sun
illuminates from the upper left corner, the geometric play of light and shade on the smooth
walls of the buildings is juxtaposed against the unorganised shadows the mountain’s crevices.
The contrast between the man-made objects and nature is further enhanced by the two pristinely
white and geometric houses, glistening in the sun. Despite the differences, these two distinct
worlds are made up of the same material, Capri’s limestone, and thus organically blend
together, visually fastened by the green belt of shrubs and trees. As with Leighton’s paintings
of the Campagna, the union of the sky and the land is emphatically demonstrated through the
light and colour effects. Capri illustrates also Symonds’ description of the nearby Amalfi, a
coastal village of a similar appearance: ‘The houses are all dazzling white, plastered against the
naked rock, rising on each other’s shoulders to get a glimpse of earth and heaven’.”*® The rocky
elevations make the earth closer to the sky and the sun, and this motif of upward longing unfolds

across several of Leighton’s paintings presented in this section.

Another Mediterranean island which prompted the artist to produce a large number of sunlit oil
sketches was Rhodes. As argued in Chapter 2, Leighton’s reception was likely filtered through
Watts’s open-air oeuvre of the previous decade, as well as C. T. Newton’s publication of 1865,
Travels and Discoveries in the Levant. Leighton largely followed the locations described in the
book, visiting Constantinople, Izmir (Smyrna), Rhodes, Athens and Mycenae. Among the most
striking studies he produced in Rhodes is the Bay Scene [Fig. 48], a contre-jour view of the
crescent expanse of a calm blue sea, closed off by a vague outline of a distant mountainous
coast. The water glows blindingly in the sunlight, literally embodying the ‘sea of light’
phenomenon Leighton had described in Venice. The panoramic, ‘all-seeing’ sense of
perspective, in which the spectator’s gaze scans the view from left to right, is mimicked by the
focused intensity of the sun, whose ‘gaze’ is similarly directed towards specific areas. Although
the scene is enclosed by a distant mountain chain, it still evokes the sublimity which Turner’s

pictures had achieved through opening up into infinite space.”’

Whilst recording various reflections in Egypt the following year, Leighton was ‘assailed by

pleasant memories of Lindas [sic] [...] and Rhodes, and that marvellous blue coast across the

16 Symonds, Sketches and Studies in Italy, 2.
17 See Kemp, The Science of Art, 159.
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seas, that looks as if it could enclose nothing behind its crested rocks but the Garden of the
Hesperides’.”*® With every new voyage bringing new stimuli for his imagination, the artist’s
mythological reception of the Mediterranean landscape grew more powerful and found an outlet
in placing the scenes he had sketched in the backgrounds of his paintings. Indeed, analysing the
writings of Symonds and Hewlett, Jennifer Hallett has concluded that ‘Greek climate and
landscape were appreciated as eternal expressions of all that was aesthetically Greek. In the
Mediterranean, one could feel close to paganism’.”*® While Leighton did not utilise his Rhodian
Bay Scene in The Garden of the Hesperides of 1892 [Fig. 146], he used another seascape motif
which, although believed to be Irish, similarly pays tribute to the artist’s statement that ‘the

calm of the ocean is the grandest of all’.”®

The Rhodian oil sketch does, however, play a significant role as the seascape background of
Flaming June of 1895 [Fig. 147]. Leighton’s square canvas is filled almost entirely with a
slumbering female figure, whose curled up body wrapped in a rippled orange drapery resembles
the very orb of the sun. In fact, Liz Prettejohn has recognised it as potentially ‘another
worshipper of Apollo’ in the series of Leighton’s pictures distinctly devoted to solar themes.’?
The circular form of the protagonist is framed in a rhythmic horizontal geometry of the marble
seat and the shade-providing canopy. Beyond, stretches a thin strip of the calm sea and a swathe
of the warm-coloured sky above. To the right, behind the oleander bloom, a distant mountainous
coast emerges on the horizon, enveloped in a vapoury mist. The focal point of the picture, just
above the figure’s head, is the dazzlingly sunlit surface of the sea, turned virtually white as it
reflects the powerful beams. One might wonder if the idea for the painting was vaguely
suggested by Newton’s description of ‘a broiling June sun’ experienced in Rhodes, as well as

the ‘blazing hot sun’ on the island of Lesbos, in his Travels.’??

Newton’s archaeological examination of Mediterranean cult sites, particularly in Rhodes, ties
in with the simultaneous anthropological and philological inquiries into the religions of
antiquity. F. Max Miiller, a German scholar who settled at Oxford in 1848, famously saw myth
as a decayed metaphor and vigorously propounded his conviction that solar worship, venerating

the sun’s flight across the sky, was at the heart of the majority of myths, whose original meaning

18 Barrington, Life, I, 148.

9 Hallett, ‘Paganism in England,” 107.

20 Quoted in Ormond, Lord Leighton, 88.

2L Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake, 154.

22 Newton, Travels and Discoveries in the Levant, I, 219, 276.
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became concealed due to the ‘disease of language’.’”® Miiller greatly contributed to the
popularisation of solar mythology in Victorian culture, although it faced increasing scrutiny in
the later years, particularly from Andrew Lang, whose his article on ‘Mythology’ (1884)
Leighton could read in his own copy of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Miiller’s influence is

also detectable in Ruskin’s The Queen of the Air (1869),"%* similarly owned by Leighton.

In addition to having access to Miiller’s widespread publications, the artist had plenty of
opportunities to interact with him personally. They both attended the Royal Academy banquet
of 1878,7?° and Miiller gave a speech at the one of 1889, %% likely upon Leighton’s direct request
as President, as was the case with recent Tyndall’s toast (see Chapter 4). Frank Turner has
observed that Miiller’s solar theory penetrated literature as much as art: ‘paintings of mythical
themes, such as those by G.F. Watts and Lord Leighton, portrayed childlike, often passionless,
innocent deities who were close to the natural order and inordinately fascinated by the sun’.”%’
It is difficult to ascertain whether Leighton was in fact directly familiar with Miiller’s specific
theories and works, or simply peripherally aware of the general argument for solar worship as
underlying, and thus unifying, various mythologies. His own longing for the warm, sunlit
climes might as well have inspired his adequately themed landscape oil studies. Still, Leighton’s
increasingly persistent preoccupation with subject pictures pertaining to sun-centred myths at

the very least recognised the widely popularised mythographic research.

Importantly, Miiller’s solar theory enjoyed such a widespread reception likely because it tapped
into the general consciousness already consumed with the idea of the sun as central to life on
Earth, implied by the revelations from the scientific front. In fact, in The Queen of the Air
Ruskin not only engages with Miiller’s view on myth, but also references Tyndall as a scientific
confirmation of the accuracy of the language of metaphors and symbols with which the ancient

Greeks described various natural phenomena.’?® Moreover, among the essays in Tyndall’s

2 Michael P. Carroll, ‘Some Third Thoughts on Max Miiller and Solar Mythology,” European Journal
of Sociology 26, no. 2 (1985), 265-268. See also Steven Connor, ‘Conclusion: Myth and Meta-Myth in
Max Miiller and Walter Pater,” in The Sun is God, 199-222.

24 Birch, ‘““The Sun is God”,” 120. In the preface, Ruskin also states that he was friends with Charles
Newton and implies having been aided by his professional knowledge of the Greek culture: Ruskin, The
Queen of the Air, iv.

25 ‘The Banquet at the Royal Academy,” The Times no. 29247 (6 May 1878), 10.

% ‘The Royal Academy Banquet,” The Times no. 32691 (6 May 1889), 12. However, Miiller refrained
himself from disseminating his ‘science of religion’, and instead talked about Raphael.

27 Turner, The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain, 111.

28 Ruskin, The Queen of the Air, v.
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Fragments of Science, ‘Vitality’ (1865) stressed that ‘it is considered as proved that all the
energy which we derive from plants and animals is drawn from the sun’.”?® Perhaps with
Tyndall in mind, in 1883 Leighton stated that the religion of the sun-loving Greeks was one of

life, of ‘vital energy’.”°

At a similar conclusion arrived Watts in his undated reflection that ‘The birthplace and natural
dwelling-place of art must be in a land of sun and leisure [...], there can be no great art that has
not for its religious basis sun-worship. It is by the sun’s influence that we live and breathe’.”®
It is plausible that Leighton and Watts, remaining in close contact with each other, both applied
Tyndall’s widely discussed observations about the sun’s life-giving force to their examinations
of antiquity. Their shared discussions on solar subjects proves, for instance, Leighton’s
assertion addressed to Watts, holidaying in Egypt in 1887: ‘How after all these long years in
which you have seen the sun (the real sun ‘not as in northern climes obscurely bright’) in your
dreams only, you must have revelled - & be revelling in his unclouded southern splendour!”"%2
This passionate statement yields two important conclusions: that Leighton knew intimately
about Watts’s yearning for the sunlit Mediterranean environment, and that he emphatically

differentiated between the way the sun operates in the north and in the south.

Alongside the tendency to stress the sun’s vital powers, Victorian science produced unsettling
predictions of the ‘death of the sun’ and the entropic ‘heat death’ of the universe, painting an
apocalyptic vision of a distant, yet inevitable, future. The year William Thomson published
‘The Age of the Sun’s Heat’ in Macmillan’s Magazine (1862), Ruskin wrote ominously: ‘I want
to believe in Apollo — but can’t — the sun is said to be getting rusty’.”** As Norman Vance has
concluded: ‘Lord Kelvin’s second law of thermodynamics, concerned with the principle of
entropy or natural diffusion of heat energy, had prompted gloomy literary visions of a cooling
sun and a slowly dying universe, and Lucretius could be shown to have anticipated this bleak
Wellsian vision.””3* Solar physics began to be interpreted as prophetic of the ‘death’ of the sun,
and, ultimately, of the universe. In a truly mythopoeic way, sunsets became seen as preludes to

this ensuing event. The question of the sun’s eventual exhaustibility, foreshadowed by daily

29 Tyndall, Fragments of Science, 410.

30 Leighton, Addresses, 90.

81 George Frederic Watts: His Writings, 111 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1912), 24-25.
732 |_etter dated 17 January 1887, LH/1/1/6/005, LHM.

33 Quoted in Birch, ““The Sun is God”,” 112.

3 Norman Vance, The Victorians and Ancient Rome (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 110.
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sunsets, remained a powerful metaphor and a genuine fear, which resurfaced in the 1890s, as
the end of the century was approaching and the decadent moods dominated. The science of
thermodynamics could in fact help understand the perplexing picture of Flaming June. As
Keren Hammerschlag has observed, the reclining figure ‘emits heat like the June sun itself’,”®

and thus functions as the sun’s doppelgéinger.

Moreover, with Leighton’s utilisation of the Bay Scene as background for Flaming June, the
atmosphere and light under the midday Mediterranean sun gained a symbolic dimension of an
association with the heat-induced languor and ambiguous states of consciousness. The potential
of landscape to convey such abstract ideas was in fact widely recognised in 1895 in the context
of Leighton’s works. Among the landscape oils he showed that year at Suffolk Street, a critic
noted that the one entitled ‘“Southern Part of Lindos, Rhodes,” with its pool fenced off from
the outside sea by an irregular ring of grey rocks, and its headlands along the farther coast, is
remarkable for the hot, slumberous sunshine with which it is permeated.’”*® The reviewer
referred most likely to the study presently known as St Paul’s Bay, Lindos [Fig. 148], which
depicts the characteristic coastal formation located at the foot of the sanctuary of Athena Lindia
on the Rhodian acropolis [Fig. 149]. Leighton’s view omits the context of the temple site
towering over the little enclosed bay as he was painting it from up close, choosing to focus on
the landscape rather than on the architecture. Unlike many of his other sketches, this one is very
carefully done, with a larger attention to detail so as to ensure the precise identification of the
place, even though the architectural landmarks are excluded. To the ‘slumberous’ sunshine of
the scene contributes it being lit from the side, with long shadow cast on the rocky slope, while
the bay’s enclosure and the foreground boulders are gently sunlit. The transition between tones
is very subtle and evokes the ‘lazy’ pace of the sun’s daily movement across the sky. The
glimmering, mirror-like surface of the water pool anticipates the sun’s full force in the Bay

Scene.

The interpretation of Leighton’s Rhodian landscapes as more than topographical records of
places is further justified by their inspirational effect on a pair of his subject pictures exhibited
in 1869: Helios and Rhodos (the island as the lover of the sun), and Daedalus and Icarus (also
a sun-centred myth, set against the view from the acropolis of Lindos). These two paintings

sealed Leighton’s associations with solar worship in general consciousness, as demonstrates his

% Keren Rosa Hammerschlag, ‘The Deathly Sleep of Frederic Leighton’s Painted Women,” Women: A
Cultural Review 23, no. 2 (2012), 214.
736 “‘Royal Society of British Artists,” The Morning Post, no. 38498 (29 October 1895), 2.
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portrayal as Phoebus in Disraeli’s Lothair, published the following year. In fact, Phoebus
occasionally inhabited an island ‘near the Asian coast of the Zgean Sea’,”*” which perfectly
fits Rhodes. This description seems to reference also the numerous coastal views of ‘Asia Minor

seen from Rhodes’ Leighton had just produced.

Helios and Rhodos [Fig. 150] is a chief indication of the importance of the Rhodian mythology
to the artist’s allegorical thinking of nature. Although its landscape background has been

damaged, Edgcumbe Staley’s description gives a sense of the lost details:

Helios has descended from his flaming chariot, which is seen with its horses and
attendants through a break in the amber-golden clouds. Rhodos has risen out of the sea
to receive the god’s embrace [...]. She is leaving the stormy element, but its ceaseless,
surging foam is reddened by the petals of deep-hued roses which drop from the rose-
bushes that seem to have sprung full-leaved and flowered out of the briny deep. To the
right of the cloud is a bold grey-brown mountain and a stretch of still sea of the deepest

blue.”38

The painting was inspired by the mythical creation of Rhodes. As The Encyclopaedia
Britannica explained, ‘the island was raised from the depths of the sea by Helios, the god of the
sun, who always continued to be the tutelary deity’. According to the Greek poet Pindar, the
island’s name comes from that of the nymph Rhoda, which in turn is derived from the Greek
word for ‘rose’, whose crown of petals was associated with the solar crown of Helios on
Rhodian coins.”®® The famous Colossus of Rhodes was none other than Helios himself, and
nineteenth-century studies confirmed his solar character. Karl Ottfried Miiller, also read by
Leighton,’® was among those German scholars who concluded that Apollo was originally an
epithet of Helios, and that ‘Apollo began to be identified with the sun only when philosophers

began to interpret the gods of traditional religion in elemental terms’.”#

37 Disraeli, Lothair, 11, 122.

738 Staley, Lord Leighton, 78-79.

39 ‘Rhodes,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 9th ed., XX, ed. W. Robertson Smith (Edinburgh: Adam and
Charles Black, 1886), 526.

40 Christie, Manson, and Woods, Catalogue of the Valuable Library, lot 76.

1 Michael D. Konaris, The Greek Gods in Modern Scholarship: Interpretation and Belief in Nineteenth
and Early Twentieth Century Germany and Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), accessed
online.

200



A salient context provide also Newton’s diligent descriptions of the numerous signs of sun
worship in Rhodes. Moreover, the archaeologist displayed a sensibility towards a mythopoeic
perception of natural phenomena throughout Greece, noting: ‘As we entered Athens in the early
morning, | saw the colonnade of the Parthenon lit up into sudden splendour with the rays of the
god Helios.”’*? This can be closely compared with Leighton’s undated reflection written down
in one of his notebooks, that ‘Sunlight can never be accessory — its glory is paramount where it
appears everything except water is tributary to its song of splendour.’’*® The fusion of these
two elements was in fact the running theme of his Rhodian oil studies, as well as of the two
mythological paintings they inspired. In Helios and Rhodos, the union of the sun and the land
is conveyed through the sensual embrace of two nude figures,’** the sunburnt body of the god
providing a dramatic contrast for the fair complexion of the nymph. The painting serves as the

perfect illustration for a passage from The Queen of the Air:

from the real sun, rising and setting; — from the real atmosphere, calm in its dominion
of unfading blue [...] — the Greek forms first the idea of two entirely personal and
corporeal gods [...]. And, on the other hand, collaterally with these corporeal images,
and never for one instant separated from them, he conceives also two omnipresent
spiritual influences, of which one illuminates, as the sun, with a constant fire, whatever
in humanity is skilful and wise; and the other, like the living air, breathes the calm of

heavenly fortitude [...] into every human breast that is pure and brave.”*

Like Leighton, Ruskin envisioned the union of the sun and the earth as an embrace of two
lovers. The very division he made in The Queen of the Air — into ‘Athena in the Heavens’ and
‘Athena in the Earth’ — points to the mystical duality of these two realms, combined by the
agency of the atmosphere. The particular Rhodian environment and mythology consolidated
Leighton’s interest in the theme of the union of the earthly and celestial elements, which he had
already explored in the Roman Campagna. In Helios and Rhodos, the sun is vividly the
omnipresent force, permeating the air and the land, and thus binding them together; a

connection Ruskin noted around the same time. The painting exceeds a mere illustration of the

42 Newton, Travels and Discoveries in the Levant, I, 15.

43 Quoted in Ormond, Lord Leighton, 95.

44 Compare with G.F. Watts’s Sun, Earth and Their Daughter Moon (1899-1902). The composition of
the earthly figure reaching out towards the sun-radiance is also characteristic for Leighton’s Dream
(1859-60, Auckland Art Gallery), in which the Christ is explicitly identified with the solar disc, as Sol
Invictus of the new Christian world.

4 Ruskin, The Queen of the Air, 8.
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island’s creation myth by representing a more universal vision of the nourishing, life-giving
powers of the Mediterranean sun. Further, the upward yearning of the sea nymph reflects the
increasing ‘movement away from the earth goddess to a sky god’, seen in orienting of the Greek
temples towards the east, where the sun rises.”*® In Rhodes, Leighton absorbed Apollo’s

triumph over Pan, the new Olympian sky force which replaced the older chthonic deities.

The solar theme continued in Leighton’s other Rhodian painting, Daedalus and Icarus [Fig.

47 It illustrates the moment

151], which is set against the view from the acropolis of Lindos.
when the Athenian sculptor and inventor Daedalus with his son Icarus prepared to flee from the
imprisonment by King Minos on Crete, where Daedalus had been forced to build the Labyrinth,
a structure designed to contain Minotaur, the beastly offspring of Pasiphag, the wife of king
Minos, and a bull. The upright painting is dominated by the semi-nude figures of the dark-
skinned father and the fair son. Behind them, stands a Doric column with a bronze statue of a
helmeted Athena, pointing her finger up to the sky, which perhaps alludes to The Queen of the
Air. The scene takes place on the marble platform of the Rhodian acropolis, whose smooth
surface and perfect geometry Leighton emphatically juxtaposed with the unevenness of the
rocky promontory on which the sanctuary stands. While there exists an untraced oil sketch
depicting a view of the sanctuary itself, (Appendix Il, cat. 58), in Daedalus and Icarus Leighton
was more interested in its relationship with the surrounding landscape rather than its

architecture.

Indeed, the two statuesque figures are emphatically set against a ‘plunging landscape’.’®
Beneath their feet glistens the still surface of the sea, whose deep-blue tint is mirrored by the
sfumato-enveloped mountains on the distant horizon and the uppermost section of the sky,
luminous with warm pink tones only in its lower parts. The left side of the composition is
distinctly divided by horizontal lines, from the foreground platform, to the sandy bays below
and the mountainous horizon. The pristinely white feathers of Icarus’s wings are in places
dotted with azure, reflecting the sea in which he is about to plummet, as well as the sky — ‘the
bright blue of the eyes of Athena’ that Ruskin recognised even in the ‘experimental tube’ in

which Tyndall had just recreated the firmament.”*® Leighton also skilfully conveyed ‘the

746 Crandell, Nature Pictorialized, 24.

747 Kilinski, ‘Frederic Leighton’s “Daedalus and Icarus”,” 260.
48 1pid., 258.

4 Ruskin, The Queen of the Air, v.
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pellucid atmosphere of Greece’, which William Blake Richmond observed,”® showing even

the most distant elements of the unfolding landscape in vivid detail.

The detailed depiction of the landscape setting in Daedalus and Icarus allows for a precise
identification of the location as the Acropolis of Lindos. According to Leighton’s assistant,
meanwhile, ‘it was an extremely difficult thing to ascertain what he (Sir Frederic) did not know
about Greek art and archaeology.”’” How, then, could an artist possessing such a high
awareness situate a distinctly Cretan myth on the island of Rhodes? Since there seem to be no
evidence of Leighton visiting Crete, is it possible that he simply used the readily available
landscape studies, or is there a specific purpose behind such an intriguing relocation of the
myth? If so, how does the mythology associated with Rhodes affect Leighton’s perception of

its landscape through the solar aspects?

One possible explanation of this peculiar case is the ‘necessary anachronism’, accepted by the
Romantic philosopher Friedrich Hegel ‘as a way of making the historical scene more
accessible’ to contemporary audience.’? Leighton’s profound familiarity with Hegel since his
student days in Germany, explored further in Chapter 10, supports the argument for this
influence. Indeed, Arthur Evans’ excavations at Knossos, which uncovered the Minoan culture
of Crete, did not take place until the end of the nineteenth century,” whereas the temple site at
Lindos was already well known in 1869 thanks to Newton’s recent work. This could perhaps
explain Leighton’s bizarre choice of location, as his own imagination was ignited by the

archaeologist’s popular account.

On the other hand, the very mythologies of Crete and Rhodes connect the islands through solar
themes. Leighton was certainly aware that Helios, the lover of Rhodos, was the father of
Pasiphag, the wife of king Minos.”* In Leighton’s Daedalus and Icarus, the young protagonist
is uncannily modelled on the prevailing conception of the Colossus of Rhodes, Helios [Fig.
152], which was based on the imagery of Sol Invictus [Fig. 153]. Leighton’s lcarus,
distinguished from the typological iconography of Helios only by the lack of such attributes as
the solar crown, assumes the image of the force that defeated him, the Invincible Sun.

50 Quoted in Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece, 307.

1 Ward, ‘Lord Leighton: P.R.A.,” 373.

52 Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake, 134.

53 Upon which occasion Evans was portrayed by William Blake Richmond. Richmond painted also
Andrew Land in 1885.

54 Stephen Jones, ‘Daedalus and Icarus,” in Frederic Leighton, 165.
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Furthermore, Daedalus and Icarus provides a contrasting counterpart to the sun’s life-giving
force in Helios and Rhodes by representing its destructive powers, as Icarus is about to meet
his fate of drowning in the sea, after ascending too close to the sun which melted the wax on
his wings.”® In his encyclopaedic article on Apollo, Alexander Stuart Murray, whose
Handbook of Greek Archaeology (1892) Leighton owned,”® noted The influence of the sun on
nature in a country like Greece, either brightening the fields and cheering mankind, or scorching
and destroying with a pestilence’.” The artist’s deliberate pairing of the opposite, though in a
way complementary forces represented in Helios and Rhodos and Daedalus and Icarus,

contributes to a vision of the dualistic dynamic of the sun’s interaction with the earth.

The oil studies Leighton produced in Capri and Rhodes evidence his mythographic thinking of
the sunlit Mediterranean islands, where the sun infuses the land and the sea with an atmosphere
of spiritual illumination. Indeed, Karl Kilinski Il has interpreted the flight of Icarus as striving
for what the ‘sunlight and the purity of the ethereal element’ represent; the point where Apollo-
Helios and Athena meet.”®® While Leighton’s first voyage to Capri, coupled with an increasing
interest in mythology, provoked his heightened sensibility to a mythopoeic perception of nature,
at Rhodes he developed a more sophisticated reception of landscape through the island’s

distinctly solar associations.

%5 Stephen Jones has indeed concluded that ‘The sun appears again and again in Leighton’s work,
representing, as in Greek myth, life-enhancing but potentially dangerous power’: ibid.

6 Christie, Manson, and Woods, Catalogue of the Valuable Library, lot 80.

®7 Alexander Stuart Murray, ‘Apollo,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 9th ed., I, ed. Thomas Spencer
Baynes (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1875), 185.

8 Kilinski, ‘Frederic Leighton’s “Daedalus and Icarus”,” 263.
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Chapter 10

Scotland and Switzerland: The Natural Sublime

Despite the success of a large number of Leighton’s works exhibited at the Royal Academy,

William Blake Richmond stated that his efforts were

nowhere attained with more mastery and greater logical consistency than by the two
pictures ‘Solitude’ and ‘The Spirit of the Summit,” works that are in the highest degree
poetical and complete; where there is not a line too many, a gesture overstated, or a tone
of colour not absolutely balanced and in tune with the inspiration of their motive.”®

Richmond, who had been sketching en plein air with Leighton since the 1860s, pointed to these
two late paintings as worthy of especial attention amongst his entire oeuvre. As a self-
proclaimed pantheist, Richmond must have found a particular appeal in Leighton’s mystical
meditations on nature. Perhaps the darker, northern scenery was especially intriguing to both
painters notorious for their sunlit Mediterranean views. In fact, Richmond seems to have
recognised these two paintings as another significant evolution in Leighton’s art, stimulated by
a new outlook on nature. Neither Solitude nor The Spirit of the Summit illustrates specific
Nordic myths or legends. They do, however, refer to a mythopoeic perception of the cold and
rocky northern environments, whose silence and stillness tend to induce pantheistic reflections
in a solitary observer. Why, then, did the Scottish and Swiss landscapes, on which the pictures
in question were based, elicit in the sunlight-loving artist such meditative states?

When Leighton exhibited Solitude [Fig. 84] in 1890, it must have been astounding for the public
used to his usual repertoire of classical subjects set in warm southern climes, such as his other
submissions of that year.”® A critic described it as a ‘personification of the Spirit of a Highland
solitude, seated beneath a precipice, with the waters of a loch at her feet’.”®! Others, such as

Edgcumbe Staley, found the picture more captivating and enigmatic:

This is a strikingly poetic composition. The creams and greys, the browns and dull

purples all blend sympathetically with the girl’s dusky flesh tints. The sense of silence

9 Richmond, ‘Lord Leighton and His Art,” 470.
60 The Bath of Psyche and The Tragic Poetess.
61 ‘London Notes,” Daily Gazette For Middlesbrough (8 March 1890), 2.
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and loneliness is heightened by the mysteriousness of the illumination. There was

something pathetic in Leighton’s picture of “Solitude.”®2

Staley was among those of Leighton’s contemporaries who recognised the shift in his later art,
which culminated in this striking canvas. According to Barbara Bryant, ‘The notion of solitude
is presented as an almost cosmic comment on human life and futility’.”®® Having previously
illustrated mostly specific myths and stories, this new wave of abstract ideas conveyed through
classical means was Leighton’s contribution to the Symbolist movement, and was perhaps
paralleled the endeavours of Watts, whose late landscapes similarly displayed ‘evocative and

mystical qualities’.”®*

Leonée and Richard Ormond have noted that ‘The transposition of [Leighton’s] classical
models from the bright Mediterranean setting of Rhodes to the cold, northern climate of
Scotland, mirrors the change from simple classical subjects to more mystical themes.’’®® The
shortage of the sun and the resulting cold, as well as the harsh and rocky environment certainly
contributed to a sense of the natural sublime. Bryant has also drawn attention to the parallel
transition in the later oeuvre of John Everett Millais, initially a Pre-Raphaelite praised for
minute detail in his representations of nature, but from the 1870s similarly more inclined
towards the nostalgic and pensive moods landscape can induce.”® Indeed, Leonée Ormond has
demonstrated that ‘In their very different ways, Millais’ late landscapes and Leighton’s late
studies of reclining women both initiate a form of early symbolism, suggesting a deeper human

meaning beyond the ostensible subject of the picture.”’®’

The same year Leighton exhibited Solitude, Millais showed the Dew-drenched Furze, one of
his several works also based on Scottish landscape,®® and with the title referencing Tennyson’s

famously ‘scientific’ poem In Memoriam (1850).7%° Scotland’s peculiar gloomy appeal helped

762 Staley, Lord Leighton, 141.

763 Barbara Bryant, ‘Solitude,” in The Age of Rossetti, 258.

84 Underwood, ‘Landscape in the Art of Watts,” 12.

%5 Ormond, Lord Leighton, 125.

766 Barbara Bryant, ‘Solitude,” 258.

87 Leonée Ormond, ‘Leighton and Millais,” Apollo 143, no. 408 (1996), 43.

788 Barbara Bryant, ‘Solitude,” 257.

89 Alison Smith, ‘The Sublime in Crisis: Landscape Painting after Turner,” in The Art of the Sublime,
ed. Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding, 2013, accessed 25 November 2020,
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/alison-smith-the-sublime-in-crisis-
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convert Millais from the ‘inductive approach’ towards landscape to ‘its potential emotional
resonance’,’’® awakening his pantheistic inclinations.””* Just as Millais, Leighton began to
regularly come up to Scotland, and around 1890 even visited the fellow artist in Forres,
describing the area as one perfectly fit for the Macbeth witches.””? This association was perhaps
triggered by Keeley Halswelle’s painting Spirit Scene: ‘Macbeth’, exhibited at the Grosvenor
Gallery in 1889, which placed the three witches in a rugged ‘Wild Scotch landscape’, with a

river flowing below.’”

Importantly, Leighton himself explained the exact motivations behind his Solitude, which was
inspired by a particular location in Braemar. As he wrote to his sister: ‘I am glad you got to the
Lynn of Dee, though sorry that you could not be there in solitude and see it without sitting in a
pool of water. [...] the silent mystery of it all absolutely invades and possesses you; that is what
I faintly tried to put into my “Solitude” [...]".”"* The artist similarly described the location in a
letter to Emilie Barrington: ‘It is the verist note of solitude! a wonderful spot, full of poetic

inspiration’.’"™

Leighton’s imagination was particularly moved by the swirling water phenomena created by
the cascading rocky stream. His attempt to convey ‘the silent mystery of it all” demonstrates a
new Kkind of sensibility to nature that evolved in his response to northern climes, where the sun
is scarce and nature not as teeming with life as in the south. Further, Leighton’s recurring
emphasis on viewing the rocky pools in solitude, repeated in virtually every correspondence
describing this location, was clearly of chief importance, since it even became the painting’s
title. Indeed, he nostalgically described the site used for Solitude in several letters quoted in
Barrington’s volume. In 1891, he wrote about his sister Lina, who was then visiting the Lynn
O’Dee:

I verily believe that the watching for a silent bit of those dark, dark, seemingly

bottomless, noiselessly swirling pools, tiny as they are under the hollow grey craig, will,

0 Helmreich, Nature’s Truth, 79.

! See also Smith, ‘The Sublime in Crisis.’

72 Barrington, Life, 11, 261

™ The Grosvenor Gallery: A Complete Illustrated Catalogue, ed. Henry Blackburn (London: Chatto
and Windus, 1889), 31.

"4 Barrington, Life, 11, 310.

" 1bid., 261.
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somehow, whisper a big peace and a strange wondering fascination into her being; the

whole thing is not bigger than an expensive toy, but it lays a never-failing grip on me.”’®

In a similar tone was yet another letter to his sister of the same year, in which he again talked

about:

the Lynn of Dee, quite a tiny tumble of green waters in fantastically scooped grey rocks,
no higher than a cottage, under astounding old Scotch firs (by-the-bye the grandest tree
in the world to my thinking), where | have sat interminably long looking down into the
dark deep pools, from which now and then a salmon leaps. To me no spot about there is

so fascinating.’’’

It becomes evident that the scene Leighton captured in Solitude was his own experience of the
site. Another comparison with Millais is thus appropriate, as Leighton’s work recalls the
former’s portrait of Ruskin, painted at Glenfilas in 1853-1854 depicting him engrossed in a
Friedrichesque reverie when standing over a Scottish stream, which was. Leighton, meanwhile,
used a sybil-type figure to convey the abstract subject of pensive contemplation. The antecedent
for Solitude can be also seen in his own Crenaia (The Nymph of the Dargle) of 1880 [Fig. 154],
in which the personification of the Irish river assumes a comparable pose, leaning her head on
her hands and gazing down at the rocky pool at her feet. Although, as in Solitude, the landscape
setting around the figure is only vaguely suggested, the Dargle Waterfall is discernible in the
background. The trope of a contemplative state induced by the gentle sound of the trickling
water was used by Leighton already in 1861, in his enigmatic Lieder Ohne Worte.””® Perhaps
there is also a connection between his Crenaia and Alma-Tadema’s Reverie (Waterfall Nymph)
of 1874 [Fig. 155], painted in Scotland the year Leighton shifted his interest towards northern
climes and travelled to Ireland.”” Reverie is certainly evocative of Leighton’s later pictures

with pensive nymphs or nymph-type figures by rocky pools.

The protagonists’ meditative state, as Leighton stressed in the letter explaining his idea behind

the painting, was induced by a solitary viewing of landscape. This feeds in with the artist’s own

78 1bid., 309.

7 Ibid., 310.

"8 See Leonée Ormond, ‘Lieder Ohne Worte,” in Frederic Leighton, 122-123.

19 ‘Reverie (Waterfall Nymph),” Christie’s, accessed 20 June 2020,
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experience of Scotland: ‘I am enjoying unsociable solitude keenly, like the bear I am’.’®

Indeed, ““Solitude,” says Mrs. Russell Barrington, “was his real treat in life.” Every year —
during the *Nineties [sic], at all events — he was wont to go into retreat for as long a period as
was possible.’ 8 Alice Corkran similarly confirmed that ‘Solitude was the boon he sought after
the distraction of London. He would renew therein the inspiration that eluded him in the
crowded haunts of his ordinary life. He would go forth as a lover to meet his mistress.’’®2
Leighton’s vision of contemplating nature’s mysteries in solitude was devoid of the

overwhelming sensation of man’s doom typical for the Romantic sublime.

In his first presidential Address, Leighton discussed the mythopoeic tendency to
anthropomorphise natural phenomena in Dante, Shakespeare and Shelley, which he argued was

rooted in the inherent bond of man and nature:

beyond this transforming activity of the imagination there is a deeper and more intimate
sentiment which mixes with our perception of the aspects of Nature, a sense of their
direct relation to man and of the influence on our consciousness of his presence of
absence in their midst. I will give you an instance which is probably within the
experience of you all. You have been contemplating somewhere, far away in the falling
daylight, some broad sweep of empty, uninhabited moor, such as Mason might have
loved to paint; you are impressed with its silent solitude, it weighs upon you; presently
you discover in the gloom a glimmering streak, winding towards the horizon; it is a path;
the footprints of men have suddenly lit up the loneliness of the scene, a vague image of
the narrow stream of life that comes and goes along that solitary track is stirred within

you and has quickened and greatly heightened the poetic force of your emotions.”8

Perhaps also in conjunction with Leighton, Costa and Mason, similarly Richmond observed
that ‘In a period of happy solitude the sensibilities are strengthened, nature speaks with strange
distinctness, or rather we comprehend her language more definitely. The pantheistic element,
which I believe to be in every one of us, takes courage.’’8 Leighton certainly recognised that

solitary contemplation of the northern regions he visited, Scotland, Ireland, and Switzerland,

8 Barrington, Life, 11, 325.

81 Staley, Lord Leighton, 141.

82 Alice Corkran, Frederic Leighton (London: Methuen & Co., 1904), 153.

78 Leighton, Addresses, 18-19. It was Leighton who famously convinced Mason, returning from Italy
over a decade earlier, that their native landscape and atmosphere is full of artistic potential.

84 Richmond, Assisi, 77.
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imbued distinctly melancholy moods. Moreover, in 1895, he described the Irish Malinmore as
a ‘wild and beautiful Ultima Thule’,’®® referring to the ancient Greek term for the farthest
northern location, which became a general metaphor for remote, unexplored lands. This
mythical thinking of Ireland exemplifies the artist’s approach to the landscapes of the north

more broadly.

In 1894, Leighton exhibited yet another painting inspired by the cold northern climate. The
Spirit of the Summit [Fig. 156] depicts what the title promises: a snow-capped mountain top,
on which is seated an allegorical figure in classical draperies, gazing up into the night sky. In
the distance emerges a faint silhouette of a second peak. A brief newspaper report of August
1893 informed that Leighton ‘is hard at work upon a picture, which at present he calls “The
Spirit of the Mountain™.”® The subtle yet noticeable change of the title to the later ‘summit’
suggest that the artist was not interested in the entire geological body of the elevation, nor its

glacial cap, but indeed in its highest point.

Scholars have noted a compositional as well as thematic affinity between Solitude and The
Spirit of the Summit,’®" although have failed to engage in a more in-depth discussion of the
exact nature of their relationship, as well as the importance of the peculiar landscape settings.
The two paintings share an upright format, and the poses of the figures are virtually mirror
reflections, the earlier turned towards the right, the later one towards the left. Both women are
seated on throne-like rocks and robed in classical draperies, which cover also their heads in a
sibyl-type fashion so as to emphasise their pensive state. Moreover, analogous elements are
represented in both cases — rock and water, in the later painting taking the form of snow. To
the intended proximity of the two works points also that Leighton’s pencil sketch for Solitude
was misattributed as a study for The Spirit of the Summit, when the artist’s sisters presented it
to the Royal Academy in 1896.

While in Solitude the figure gazes down at the pool of water at her feet, the eyes of the figure
in The Spirit of the Summit are transfixed on the night sky, emphasising the upward movement.
Another difference between the paintings are the landscape backgrounds of the upper halves,
changing from a cave entrance (signifying the earth) to the open sky (symbolising the heavens).

The Spirit of the Summit appears to be devoted not just to the sublime, monumental beauty of

8 Quoted in Leonée Ormond, ‘Malin Head, Donegal,’” in Frederic Leighton, 173.

78 ‘Thursday, August 10, 1893,” Western Mail, no. 7558 (10 August 1893), 4.

87 Leonée and Richard Ormond, ‘Solitude,” in Victorian High Renaissance, 119; Barbara Bryant,
‘Solitude,” 257.
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the Alps, which induces pantheistic feelings, but perhaps also to the union of the earth with the
heavens. To this indeed points the yearning gaze of the figure, representing the spirit of the
alpine summit which craves to meet the sky in its vertical geological movement. To this effect
contributes also obscuring from view the main body of the mountain, as the dramatically
cropped composition focuses on its highest points which symbolically reach for the sky. As
Edgcumbe Staley concluded, ‘Leighton appears to have aimed at a pictorial rendering of his

ideal, so as to unite things heavenly and things earthly in one superlative condition.’’®8

Alice Corkran described The Spirit of the Summit as a ‘white-clad solitary figure gazing
upwards into a starlit sky, solitary on the heights in a rarefied atmosphere, an allegory of genius
high above ordinary mortals in the cold world of contemplation.’8 Just as in Solitude, the dark
tonal palette is to reflect the protagonist’s pensive, detached state. The overall mood recalls also
the ending verse of Shelley’s poem ‘Mont Blanc’ (1816), in which he reflects on the ‘silence
and solitude’ of the Alpine scenery. Some of Leighton’s contemporaries, however, interpreted
the painting either as a literal female protagonist or as ‘an allegory of genius’. For Edgcumbe
Staley, it was specifically ‘the genius of Leighton personified’,” even though the artist himself,
by the means of the title, pointed to a pantheistic concept of a spiritual entity inhabiting a
distinctive feature of landscape. This type of mythopoeic thinking, identified as animism, was
vigorously discussed in the 1880s, as Chapter 11 will further explore.

According to Staley, ‘Leighton said the subject of this picture occurred to him one night when
he sat gazing at the drop-scene of a theatre on which were many spots.”’®* Although the idea
might have come from an artificial environment, the final product is believed to be based
directly on the untraced studies Leighton made at Zermatt in Switzerland in the autumn of
1893.7%2 Leighton’s letter dated to 22 August 1893,7% as well as the cited Western Mail report

78 Staley, Lord Leighton, 152.

78 Corkran, Frederic Leighton, 101-2.

0 Staley, Lord Leighton, 153.
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of the same month, suggest in fact that he was at Zermatt already in the late summer,”®* and that

it was perhaps his work on the painting which inspired his decision to revisit the Swiss Alps.

Staying at the Riffel Alp Hotel, the artist wrote: “What a stupendous view this is from my
window”.” Leighton’s room was likely among those facing the Matterhorn and it is this
massive that must have served as the major inspiration for the painting’s background. It is
difficult to identify the precise location of the landscape setting, as it is viewed from above and
thus must have largely relied on the artist’s imagination. Leighton’s own admission to have
conceived the picture’s idea in a theatre suggests it was first and foremost a product of his
artistic vision, which he then grounded in reality by making studies of an actual place. It is also
plausible that the Alpine setting had come to his attention already in September 1891, when he
visited the Italian Gressoney-Saint-Jean.’® In fact, Leighton’s early recorded interactions were
those with the mountains in the Austrian Tyrol in 1852. They prefigure his experience of the
Swiss Alps and are somewhat descriptive of The Spirit of the Summit: ‘A glorious amphitheatre

of lofty mountains! On one side rugged, sternly rising, crenelated, grey, snow-strewn’.”’

The circumstances under which Leighton went to Switzerland are unclear. Barrington simply
states that ‘In the autumn of 1893 Leighton was advised to go to the Hotel Riffel Alp,
Zermatt’,’®® possibly for health reasons, but perhaps upon the artist’s need to produce studies
for The Spirit of the Summit, for which the view from his hotel room itself was sufficient.
Leighton’s correspondence of the early 1890s demonstrates that he was still in contact with
Tyndall, who was not only an acclaimed physicist but also an accomplished mountaineer. In
1863, upon one of his attempted ascents of the Matterhorn, he reached its lower summit, the
Lion Ridge, afterwards known as Pic Tyndall.”®® Indeed, there seems to be a parallel in the way
the seemingly flattened ‘Tyndall’s Peak’ is situated in relation to the highest point of the
Matterhorn [Fig. 157] with the landscape setting of Leighton’s painting: the foreground rocky

seat and the outline of a higher peak in the distance. However, as Roland Jackson has observed,

4 Indeed, on 2" October Leighton was already in Verona: see Barrington, Life, 11, 315. Christopher
Newall in ‘Chronology,” 96 (likely after Ormond, Lord Leighton, 139) repeats incorrectly that Leighton
stayed in Zermatt in 1892.

% Barrington, Life, 11, 315.

7% As the Pall Mall Gazette reported, ‘It is not likely, however, that the beauties of Gressoney, which
with its glorious views of the Lyskam, will figure upon any of the President’s canvases’, as he was busy
preparing his next Academy Address: ‘Art Notes,” Pall Mall Gazette, no. 8277 (30 September 1891), 1.
7 Barrington, Life, I, 71.

%8 1bid., I1, 314-315.

99 Jackson, The Ascent of John Tyndall, 230. Tyndall finally ascended the Matterhorn in 1868.
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Pic Tyndall is not visible from Zermatt, and would only be seen from the Italian side.®® The
elevated vantage point, resulting in a highly imaginary vision of Leighton’s painting, might
account for the difficulty in identifying the exact location which it inspired. Perhaps not
coincidentally, Tyndall was also in the Alps in the summer of 1893, shortly before his untimely
death later that year.8%! Could The Spirit of the Summit, exhibited in 1894, be seen as a homage
to the physicist? Although Tyndall’s death in December 1893 was accidental and thus not
anticipated in August, when Leighton was already working on the painting, it is plausible that
his contact with the scientist at the very least renewed the artist’s sensibility towards the Alpine

wonders and their spiritual influence.

In 1871, the year Tyndall published Fragments of Science, came out also his Hours of Exercise
in the Alps, containing his recollections of the Matterhorn ascents, as well as essays on
glaciology. It is also noteworthy that Tyndall prepared his notorious pantheist manifesto of
1874, the Belfast Address, ‘among the glaciers and the solitudes of the Swiss mountains’ in
Zermatt.8% Furthermore, in his New Fragments (1892), the scientist included multiple Alpine
material, and even concluded the book with the poem ‘A Morning on Alp Lusgen’,
contemplating the view from his Swiss chalet. The scientist’s poetic outlet induced by the
mountains is revealing enough, but its closer inspection more vividly demonstrates his ‘spiritual
experience amidst the grandeur of the Alps’.8% Indeed, Ruth Barton has argued that Tyndall’s

extensive mountaineering can be described as ‘the practice of pantheism’.8%

As Paul Sawyer has remarked, in an attempt to ‘mediate between science and poetry’ Tyndall
‘wrote popular evocations of the Alpine sublime, while Ruskin published specialized papers in
geology’.8% In Modern Painters IV (1856), Ruskin included chapters on ‘Mountain Gloom’
and ‘Mountain Glory’, de facto geological discourses supplied with numerous illustrations,

which Leighton could have consulted during his work on the painting. Furthermore, Ruskin’s
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experience with the blinding Alpine glare, which aggravated his eye floaters,%

perhaps
paralleled that of Leighton, who also suffered from ‘blots’ in his eyes since a young age.8” As
Tyndall observed, ‘The whiteness of Alpine snow with the sun shining upon it, is barely
tolerable to the eye.’8% For this reason alone, painting a nocturnal vision of the Swiss Alps was
a perfectly justified concept, represented also by the suggestive nocturne of the Matterhorn by

Henri John Gos, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1890 [Fig. 158].

Apart from the painting by Gos, to the fore come the recent works by Watts. His Ararat of 1885
[Fig. 159] is an upright view of the mountain at night, a concept which Leighton repeated
closely almost a decade later. According to a contemporary review in The Spectator, ‘the scene
appears like the revelation of a landscape’s personality, a conception of the spirit of the place
more than an actual record of its details.”®® Leighton too depicted a form of genius loci of the
mountainous environment — the spirit of the summit — even more directly through the inclusion
of the personifying figure. Watts painted a smaller version of the same picture (York Art
Gallery), which was exhibited at the Alpine Club in December 1894, the same year The Spirit
of the Summit was shown at the Academy. In fact, Leighton himself exhibited at the Alpine
Club that year.8° Although his works are unspecified, they certainly depicted mountainous
environments and could have included some of his studies for The Spirit of the Summit, one of
which was also exhibited at the Royal Society of British Artists the same year (no. 9).

While Ararat was likely inspired by the mountain Watts must have seen in 1856, when he was
visiting Newton’s excavations in Turkey,®!! his Sunset on the Alps [Fig. 160] recreates the view
he observed from a train window near Geneva in 1888. That year, as Barbara Bryant has noted,
‘Watts conceived and began several Alpine landscapes, such as The Alps, Savoy, and
Sant’Agnese, Mentone, which reveal the artist’s attraction to the high Alps, and in particular the
conjunction of mountain peaks and sky.’8!2 The artist himself thus reflected on the mountains:

‘In their nature, partaking of earth and sky — something of the strength and reality of earth with
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the blue-celestial of eternity’.8'® The same artistic emphasis is true for The Spirit of the Summit,
similarly inspired by the Swiss mountains. Alongside Ararat, at the Alpine Club Watts
exhibited also the Sunset on the Alps, under the title An Alpine Peak,?'* which further suggests
a plausible connection with Leighton’s painting of the same year through the analogous
geological focus of their titles. The luminous crimson colours of Watts’s work, enhanced by
the gilded canvas, and the dynamic movements of the cloud masses, provide an interesting
counterpart to Leighton’s vision of the stillness of the night and of the clear sky above the

monumental mountain tops.

Leonée and Richard Ormond have proposed that in the case of Leighton’s picture, ‘The source
of his ideology and imagery is unmistakeably teutonic, and one has only to turn to Schwind's
Jungfrau to see how exactly it is anticipated. Interpreting the forces of nature and art in this
way is part of a German pantheist tradition.’8'® Die Jungfrau by Moritz von Schwind [Fig. 161]
certainly presents a valid point for considering Leighton’s artistic perception of the Swiss Alps.
Schwind’s personification of the Jungfrau — the ‘maiden’ — is perfectly appropriate, and perhaps
deliberately referenced by Leighton. Schwind’s figure similarly emerges out of the Alpine peak,
as its natural extension, though it induces an even stronger sensation of grandeur and
monumentality. It is a more obviously symbolic representation, as the mountain quite literally
transforms into a rocky throne in which the maiden, painted in monochrome, is seated, towering

over the landscape below.

Leighton’s painting, meanwhile, strives for accuracy in its naturalistic depiction of the snow-
capped mountain. His personification is therefore portrayed as a female perched on top of a
rocky slope, and dressed in white draperies which mimic the way the snow softly covers the
mountain. Despite the realism of the depiction, it is nonetheless as symbolic of an unseen force
permeating the high Alps as Die Jungfrau, being based on essentially the same pictorial
principle. Still, whereas Schwind’s personified mountain is towering over the spectator, with
the foreground crow in flight which contributes to the impression of an overwhelming scale,
Leighton’s figure is viewed only slightly from below, and, rather than creating a monumental
effect of the mountain, it guides the spectator’s eye towards the starry sky. Salient in this context
is also Byron’s portrayal of the Jungfrau in Manfred (1817), whose third act describes a scene

813 Quoted in Allen Staley, ‘Sant” Agnese, Mentone,* in Staley and Underwood, Painting the Cosmos,
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relatable to Leighton’s painting: ‘The stars are forth, the moon above the tops | Of the snow-
shining mountains.” Manfred’s Alpine despair, seeking to end his cursed existence by leaping
from the Jungfrau into the abyss below, was depicted by numerous artists in the first half of the

nineteenth century, from the Romantics to the Pre-Raphaelites.

Importantly, the Ormonds’ conclusion about The Spirit of the Summit recalls Symonds’s
utterances of 1874, that ‘Our love of the Alps is a Gothic, a Teutonic, instinct’, and that ‘This
reverential feeling for the Alps is connected with the Pantheistic form of our religious
sentiments’.81® It appears that Leighton turned to German Romanticism when creating works
based on studies made in Scotland and Switzerland, since they represent the types of landscapes
emblematic of the Romantic spirit. The sublime character of the mountains in particular led

Leighton to produce a sensation of a ‘Wagnerian isolation’ 8%/

Indeed, the artist’s education included the study of the canonical German thinkers, instilled in
him by his father. In a long letter to his mother of 1852, Leighton discussed his nature-induced
reflections upon arriving in Rome, which ‘suddenly remind me of an expression I once heard
Papa quote from some German philosopher, I think Hegel: “Der Mensch ist das Werkzeug der
Natur [man is the tool of nature]”.’8!® He then concluded that ‘there must be only one key to all
mystery’, and proceeded to cite from memory the philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing.?®

820 and

Lessing’s notorious participation in the ‘Pantheism Controversy’ of the 1780s,
Leighton’s inclinations towards German metaphysics which Ruskin implicitly connected with
the art of Aestheticism,®?! induced the artist’s father to issue a warning against his excessive

interest in these ideas:

Let me caution you, too, against reading any of the modern German works on aesthetics;
[...] every artist knows without Hegel that his idea, or, if he prefers to think so, nature’s
idea within and through him, appears or manifests itself in the sensuous material, in
colours if he be a painter, or stone if he be a sculptor, but this would be worse that [sic]

trite, it would be intelligible to a plain understanding. Idee has a far deeper meaning.
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[...] it is das Absolute or der objective Geist as distinguished from the Begriff or
subjectiver Geist [...]. In the meantime, let us hope that nature will use you as her tool
to carry out in colours and canvas some of her beautiful ideas [...]. P.S. — “Werkzeug

der Natur” [tool of nature] is an idea by no means peculiar to Hegel 8?2

Although highly open-minded, Leighton’s father evidently feared the pitfalls of the German
aesthetics, which included pantheism implied by the concept of the Absolute Geist. Leighton’s
empirical ponderings about nature, infused with German Romanticism, inevitably directed him
towards the new Romantic mythology which lingered with him all the way through to his late
years. In 1879, he still recalled ‘the atmosphere of Faust and the Nibelungen Lied’, which
surrounded him during the early years spent in Frankfurt.82® Leighton himself owned an 1890
edition of Nibelungenlied, plausibly in preparation for his final Academy Address of 1893,
which he devoted to German art. Hegel’s influence on his Addresses is evident throughout,
although Leighton was also drawing on Goethe, Johann Gottfried Herder and Friedrich
Schiller.82* Nevertheless, Hegelian philosophy was of primary importance to his German
discourse,®?® and the letters of 1852 testify that Leighton had been contemplating these ideas
for decades. Perhaps after his father passed away in early 1892,82° the artist felt more confident
to return to the notions which had greatly occupied his young mind. With The Spirit of the
Summit, the artist could be in fact trying to prove Hegel wrong, as in his lectures on aesthetics
the philosopher had claimed that presently: ‘nature is emptied of gods; the sea, mountains,
valleys, rivers, springs, time and night, as well as the universal processes of nature, have lost
their value so far as concerns the presentation and content of the Absolute. Natural formations

are no longer augmented symbolically’.8?

In later years, Leighton was returning to the Romantic mythology, identified by Friedrich
Schlegel as created in consonance with contemporary physics, as it considered the magical
properties of electricity and magnetism — invisible forces permeating the material world. This
mythographic influence of modern science, which provided evidence for an organic,

interconnected universe, Leighton must have recognised in his own time, deliberately
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referencing its Romantic precedence. His lifelong devotion to Hegel was certainly not without
importance, as the philosopher argued for the ‘spiritual superiority’ of Romantic art, which had
the potential to transcend its pictorial limitations, edging ‘towards the status of religion or

philosophy’, as Liz Prettejohn has described.®?®

With his Addresses, Leighton aspired also to Reynolds’ iconic Discourses on Art delivered at
the newly founded Royal Academy and discussing various artistic concerns. Among them, the
notion of the sublime, which Edmund Burke had introduced as a state of terror, while Reynolds
viewed it as a form of the mind’s ‘repose’ upon looking at a picture, evoking aesthetic pleasure
rather than discomfort.8?° Perhaps Leighton’s paintings of the 1890s, catching the depicted
figures in the act of contemplative stillness over rugged terrains, were to bridge these two
concepts of the nature- and the art-induced sublime. The artist recognised the awe of the natural
sublime, best illustrated by the cold northern wilderness, but tamed it into a non-threatening
vision, thus leaning towards the sublime as transcending the beautiful. In his case, then, the
sense of sublime stems from the mountain’s grandeur rather than a state of danger implied by
its harsh environment. Both Solitude and The Spirit of the Summit exemplify also Burke’s
observation that ‘a rugged and broken surface’ as well as the ‘perpendicular [have] more force
in forming the sublime’.83° The settings of both pictures — lonely caverns and alpine ridges —
were among the most obviously sublime types of landscape.®3! Marcia Pointon has also noted
the connection of the sublime landscape trope with the developing fields of nineteenth-century
science, which synthesised the various perceptions of ‘geological features as mysterious, awe-

inspiring, theatrical’ 8%

Leighton’s earliest memories of Switzerland date back to when he was travelling through
Europe with his family in 1840, just when Victorian tourists were becoming increasingly
attracted to the Swiss Alps thanks to John Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland of

1838. According to Barrington, ‘Family annals record the delight with which Leighton, the boy
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of ten, enjoyed the beauty of nature in Switzerland’.83 The Leightons’ voyage took place before
the famous attempts of summiting the Matterhorn in the early 1860s, known as the golden age
of alpinism. Partaking in this rush was a member of the Alpine Club and Leighton’s ‘friend,
Mr. Leslie Stephen’, as the artist introduced the speaker for literature at the Royal Academy
banquet in 1893,2% just a few months before he embarked on The Spirit of the Summit.
Leighton’s interest in mountainous landscapes and in their mythographic associations appears
to have been sparked in the 1890s through contact with a number of accomplished mountaineers

as much as his own return to the Swiss Alps.

The cultural outcome of Victorian alpinism, just as the Romantic heritage in which Leighton
was immersed since youth, seems to be another salient contribution to The Spirit of the Summit.
Two months after Edward Whymper’s first attempts at ascending the Matterhorn in August
1861, and somewhat anticipating the tragic events of the eventual successful ascent in 1865,
Hans Christian Andersen published the tale The Ice-Maiden (English translation 1863). Set in
Switzerland, it served as a timely commentary on the dangerous appeal of alpinism, perhaps
just as Schwind’s Die Jungfrau of 1863.8%° Andersen’s protagonist, Rudi, from a young age
drawn to the glittering peak of the Jungfrau (‘maiden’), ultimately met his death in the
mountains, pursued by the Ice Maiden herself. A perfect illustration of this motif is a painting
by Mildred Hancock, remarkably also known as The Spirit of the Summit [Fig. 162], and
exhibited at the Alpine Club alongside Leighton’s unidentified work in 1894. It depicts ‘a hero
of the “Excelsior” type lured up a glacier by a syren called the “Ice Maiden.”’8%¢ The youthful
protagonist in distinctly local attire is uncannily reminiscent of Andersen’s Rudi, similarly
unable to resist the Ice Maiden’s calling. Whymper’s London lecture reminiscing on his
Matterhorn ascents, delivered in May 189487 certainly fuelled a revival of interest in the

golden age of alpinism.

All in all, rather than a personification of the universal genius, Leighton’s painting of The Spirit
of the Summit represents precisely what the title indicates — his own version of the ‘Ice-Maiden’,

a deceitful power of the natural beauty which lures adventurous men to their untimely death. It
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can be seen, then, as Leighton’s own interpretation of the new alpine mythology of the 1860s.
Given the uncanny synchronicity of the seemingly related mountainous works by Gos,
Hancock, Watts, and Leighton, which shared the same exhibition spaces, a conclusion arises
regarding some underlying occurrence, or widely held discussions, leading up to an explosion
of such themes at the end of the nineteenth century. The inclusion of alpinism as an Olympic
sport in 1894 perhaps gave a renewed opportunity to celebrate the geological sublime of the
mountains as much as their poetic interpretations. Mountains as the earth’s celestial connection,
a divine link with the heavens, were certainly a running theme in the late 1880s and 1890s, in

the art of Leighton as well as his circle.
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Chapter 11

Ireland: Sunsets of the North

Circling back to the ideas introduced with Leighton’s painting of Pan and his oil sketches of
the Roman Campagna, in which the Mediterranean sunlight permeated every element of the
Italian countryside, his two late pictures of Clytie emerge as an organic synthesis of both sun-
worship and pantheism, combining solar mythology with northern landscapes. While the Italian
and Greek ‘islands of the sun’ inspired the artist’s visions of its dual nature as ‘destroyer and
healer’, in Swinburne’s words of 1876,%% in the northern climes it never gains such a destructive
intensity and was thus associated primarily with a life-giving force. Thus, a sunset up in the
colder north equalled the sun’s death, whereas in the south it was a non-threatening, enchanting
phenomenon, exemplified by Leighton’s enjoyment of the ‘Florentine sunsets, the
gorgeousness of which defies description. [...] all [nature] glorified in the ardour of the setting
sun, that flung its rays obliquely along the earth’.8% Importantly, the artist made an emphatic
distinction between the two environments, describing the southern sun as ‘the real sun’, ‘not as

in northern climes obscurely bright’.84°

On the other hand, the north compensated the lack of warmth and luminosity with spectacular
effects of storm and sunset, unrivalled in the colours and dramatism by the classically diffused
sunlight of the clear blue Italian skies. Upon Leighton’s first trip to Scotland, he produced an
untraced oil sketch of ‘a stormy Scandinavian bit of cloud and hill’ at Kinrara,®** while one of
his later voyages resulted in his reflection that ‘the most beautiful vision he had ever beheld on
earth was the one he saw when approaching Skye by sea from the south, when the sun was
setting and illuminating the range of the Cuillin Hills with magic light and colour.’84? What,
then, was the significance of the storms and sunsets Leighton observed in the northern climes
to his mythopoeic response to landscape, expressed in the two pictures of Clytie? At first glance,

the amalgamation of this Roman tale, very Mediterranean in its narrative character, with the
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studies of dramatic effects of Irish landscape comes across as surprising, if not inappropriate.
However, by investigating both aspects more closely, this chapter offers a novel interpretation
of Leighton’s two late paintings in relation to his experience of nature. These ideas, linking
northern climes with southern mythologies, are central to my argument about Leighton’s

landscape art.

The story of Clytie, forsaken by her beloved Apollo, comes from Ovid’s book IV of
Metamorphoses. The nymph’s physical transition into a sunflower took place as she was
watching the sun god drive his chariot across the sky. Naturally following the sun’s daily
movement, this heliotropic plant was a fitting choice for the early mythopoeic imagination. In
1892, Leighton exhibited his first interpretation of the myth [Fig. 64], which was also the first
instance when he used a virtually pure landscape as a ‘spiritual motive’.#*® The painting’s
elongated pictorial space is divided into two horizontal planes: a green hill steeped in shadow
and a fiery sunburst tinting the tumultuous clouds against the backdrop of a bright blue sky.
Tucked in the lower right corner is an altar platform elevating a column with a statue of Apollo,
beneath which kneels a vague suggestion of a figure, the titular Clytie. As the Athenaeum
informed, the sky for the painting ‘was painted some years ago in Ireland, and the artist rightly
recognized its grandeur, and, above all, its adaptability to the legend of Clytie.”8* While those
studies which directly informed the painting’s landscape setting remain untraced, the oil sketch
known as A Coast Scene [Fig. 61] serves as a close indicator of the scene from which Clytie

originated (see Chapter 2).

In January 1896, upon Leighton’s death, his second version of the same Ovidian subject was
left unfinished [Fig. 92]. This time, Leighton chose an upright format of considerable size, and
filled it almost entirely with an imposing figure of the kneeling nymph, outstretching her arms
towards the sky and passionately tilting back her head. The landscape background is virtually
unaltered from its precedent, although the section with the fiery sun on the left is now cropped
out and its presence suggested only indirectly through the light it sheds on the clouds. The artist

himself described his work as follows:

I have shown the goddess in adoration before the setting sun, whose last rays are
permeating her whole being. With upraised arms she is entreating her beloved one not
to forsake her. A flood of golden light saturates the scene, and to carry out my intention,

843 Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake, 153.
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I have changed my model’s hair from black to auburn. To the right is a small altar, upon
which is an offering of fruit, and upon, a pillar beyond I shall show the feet of a statue
of Apollo.8#

When Leighton first set foot on the Irish ground, he found its coastal sunsets powerfully
sublime, as demonstrates their complementary role to his two illustrations of the myth of the
cyclical ‘death’ of the sun. The statement that the sunrays are ‘permeating’ Clytie’s ‘whole
being’ signals the concept of a physical union with nature. It also recalls Leighton’s reflection
of 1873 (a year before his Clytie-inspiring studies in Ireland), on a Damascene sunset which

‘has dyed our spirits in colours which can never be washed out’.34¢

This chapter argues that the artist’s spiritual response to the northern coastal skyscapes can be
seen as a culmination of the scientific and mythographic ideas popularised in the 1870s and
1880s, which prompted Leighton to embark on his own commentary with the landscape picture
of Clytie. The decision to produce a second version of the same subject shortly afterwards will
be demonstrated as stemming from the need to explicitly convey the concept of sun-worship to
a wider audience through the intermediation of a figure ‘in adoration before the setting sun’ —
a surrogate for the viewer’s own emotional response. My discussion presents this
quintessentially anthropological move as thoroughly deliberate, alongside the seemingly
bizarre combination of a Roman myth with an Irish landscape. By addressing previously
unrecognised contexts, this chapter shed new light on the artist’s reception of Victorian science

and mythography, to some degree symptomatic of Victorian culture at large.

As proposed in Part 1l, popular publications on thermodynamics and solar physics, such as
Tyndall’s Fragments of Science (1871), to which Ruskin responded with The Eagle’s Nest
(1872), as well as Tyndall’s subsequent Six Lectures on Light (1873), could have all sparked
Leighton’s curiosity about the physical nature of sunsets as much as about their mythographic
implications. A pivotal stimulus for the artist’s decision to travel to Ireland in the autumn of
1874 was possibly an encounter with Tyndall at the Athenaeum Club mid-September, when the
scientist was writing a preface to his pantheist Belfast Address delivered the previous month.
Given their documented contact around that time, Leighton’s frequent presence at the

Athenaeum and his evident interest in Tyndall’s theories suggested by his possession of
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Fragments of Science, this connection appears valid, at least in the suggestion that the scientist
might have shared his impressions of the recently visited Ireland at the Club. Tyndall’s notoriety
for emphasising the god-like role of the sun, instigating accusations of solar worship, as well
as his belief in the ‘continuity of nature’, for which he was called a pantheist,34’ seems apt for
inspiring an artistic response to these controversial ideas. The seriousness with which Tyndall’s
veneration of the sun was treated exemplifies St George Mivart’s essay on the modern turn to

paganism:

What more worthy symbol of beneficent modes of the unknowable could be selected
for an object of worship than the Sun? [...] For its worship some revival of antique rites
might be gradually engrafted on existing forms — for the principle of continuity must be
recognized and acted on — while glowing passages from the works of Professor Tyndall

may well supply antiphons and suggest hymns for its ritual 84

Similarly, in Deucalion Ruskin concluded that Tyndall’s argument ‘that all mortal strength is
from the sun’ has ‘thrown irrational persons into stupid atheism, as if there were no God but
the sun’.# Tyndall was clearly a figure associated with both pantheism and solar worship, and
it appears that Leighton followed suit in synthesising these two tendencies.

The artist’s reception of the Irish sunsets is suggestive of a mythopoeic response to a natural
phenomenon. In the early 1890s, he was still recalling how the moor’s ‘grim blackness’ was
enlivened by ‘certain dramatic sunsets and the swooping of certain storm-clouds like the flight
of huge fiery birds of prey’ (see Chapter 2).8° This recollection came shortly after the
publication of Andrew Lang’s books expounding the theory of animism, first stated by Edward
Burnett Tylor in his Primitive Culture of 1871, and later famously expanded by James George
Frazer in the first volume of The Golden Bough (1890). Leighton, who knew Lang and his wife
personally, and even owned his novel The Mark of Cain,®! was surely aware of the animistic

theory which argued for the savage process of ‘explaining the more strange or striking
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phenomena of nature by the hypothesis of spiritual agency’.8? This definition comes from
Lang’s entry in the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, found in Leighton’s library.
Even Pater, whom Leighton also read, ‘implicitly and explicitly invokes the theory of
“animism”” throughout his texts.8%% Lang addressed the problem of solar worship extensively
in such books as Custom and Myth (1884), in which he determined, for instance, that among
the First Nations sun-worship supplanted veneration of such animals as birds of prey,®* and
thus provided a connection Leighton might have considered.

Liz Prettejohn has observed that a lot of the texts on mythology and archaeology listed in
Leighton’s library were published in the 1880s and early 1890s, thus he likely acquired them in
preparation for the Academy Addresses.® In 1881, he told his audience that art induces a
variety of sensations which are ‘inseparably connected by association with ideas’ of ‘the ever-
shifting spectacle of inanimate Creation, and of the more deeply stirring phenomena of Life; of
the storm and the lull, the splendour and the darkness of the outer world’.8%® This statement is
particularly revealing of the transition of Leighton’s interest from the calm, sunlit landscapes
of the Mediterranean to the untamed wilderness of the stormy northern regions. It also confirms
his familiarity with the most recent anthropological discussions, which could explain his sudden
reorientation towards dramatic weather phenomena: ‘thunderstorms, lightning, wind, clouds,
and sky’, whose importance to myth stressed the so-called meteorological school, largely in
conflict with F. Max Miiller’s sun-centred theory.8%” Even Ruskin, while leaning on Miiller’s
solar theory, emphasised the importance of the ‘sun, or sky, or cloud, or sea’ as interchangeable

‘roots’ for myths.88

Leighton’s description of the coastal ‘dramatic sunsets’ and the storm clouds he perceived as
‘huge fiery birds of prey’ is perhaps a result of the cross-fertilization of the two related schools

of mythographic thought: solar and meteorological. The sun’s potential to create spectacular
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effects in the sky was certainly acknowledged by both. Miiller’s quotation from the Vedas, that
‘The fire of the sun is the torch of God’s sovereignty’, indicates the significance of the fiery
nature of the sun, to the ancient mind apparent particularly in the colourful sunsets.®*° In 1873,
Leighton could also read Pater’s description that ‘the sun is the fire of heaven’,% potentially

referencing Miiller’s popular theories.

Given the public extent of the mythographic debates, it is not surprising that, as the newly
elected President of the Royal Academy, Leighton himself embarked on a brief mythographic
discourse in the Address of 1879, explaining that:

The earliest monuments of Literature reveal the anthropomorphic impulse which made
men see in the planets that rule the day and the night, beings after their own image, and
in all the phenomena of the universe — in the waxing and waning of the year, in the
procession of the months and of the days, in the rising and setting of the sun — scenes of
a great cosmic drama, inflamed with every human passion and not unstained with

blood.861

Leighton here sides with German mythographers in seeing myth as an emotional response to
natural phenomena, the solar cycle in particular. This reflection follows shortly his enchantment
with the fiery skies of Ireland, and it also suggests the context of the much-debated early sun-
worship of Zoroaster. Further, it recalls the ‘blood-stained sunsets’ which George William Cox,
Miiller’s ‘most aggressive disciple’, saw in the Nordic legends of death.®®? The investigations
into the folklore of northern Europe in the latter half of the century, often based on the
comparative method, brought about familiar allegoric representations of the phases of the sun’s
daily flight across the sky through the diverse figures of gods, and with their battles often
identified as symbolic of the transition from night to day, and from day to night. The
philologically demonstrated notion promulgated by Miiller and his supporters, that ancient
myths globally tend to be local expressions of sun-worship, presents a vital context for

Leighton’s thought process in ‘brewing’ the first picture of Clytie ever since he went to Ireland.
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The relevance of German thought to Victorian mythography is also apparent in the absorption
of the dialectic of the Apollonian versus the Dionysian, introduced by Nietzsche in 1872, but
going back already to Johann Joachim Winckelmann.®% The opposition can be understood as
that of the new Olympian religion and the older chthonic cults. The dichotomy of Apollo’s
sunlight carrying analytical, orderly traits, and the sensual, even savage character of the earthly
Dionysus, representing the vital energy of nature, appears to be paradoxically juxtaposed in
Leighton’s works, in which he inverts these associations. Frank Turner has stated that ‘Mid-
century commentators had domesticated Dionysus into the happy god of the vine whose
worshipper resembled the pastel bucolic Bacchae of Lord Leighton’s painting’,%%* such as The
Daphnephoria (1876). As explained in Chapter 8, the demi-god Pan’s virtual equity with
Dionysus posits him directly on a spectrum of this polar dynamic. Thus, throughout his oeuvre
Leighton contrasts the tranquillity of Dionysian themes, including Pan and pantheistic forms of
nature (in Pan, Solitude, and The Spirit of the Summit), with the expressiveness of the solar

emanation of Apollo in the Clytie, as well as the Perseus series of the 1890s.

Importantly, research into the chthonic cults was introduced by Karl Ottfried Miiller and later
by Jane Ellen Harrison in the Myths of the Odyssey in Literature and Art (1882). Harrison’s
work largely leaned on Miiller’s Handbuch der Archdologie der Kunst (1830) and Ludwig
Preller’s Griechische Mythologie (1854-1855),%%° which initiated studies into the Orphic and
Dionysian mysteries.?%® Leighton owned both texts, in German and of the respectively 1878
and 1872 editions,®” which suggests his heightened interest in the primordial, nature-centred
worship during the decade especially bountiful in scientific publications on light, and of the

artist’s unprecedented voyage to Ireland.

Harrison based her study on the research she had conducted on the collection of vases amassed
by C. T. Newton at the British Museum. The institution’s milieu was vital to Leighton’s own
familiarity with the sources that gave rise to the cornerstone mythographic scholarship. During

Newton’s residency as Keeper of Antiquities between 1861 and 1886, Leighton played a salient
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868 while

role at the museum. He enjoyed an unofficial advisory capacity already in the 1870s,
in 1881 was elected a member of the Standing Committee of Trustees, in which he remained
active until his death.8%° Leighton’s close contact with Newton, who largely inspired Harrison’s,
as well as Pater’s,®’° inquiries into the primordial chthonic cults, is somewhat underplayed in
the discussion of the artist’s oeuvre from a mythographic, in additional to the archaeological,
standpoint. Pater’s essay on ‘The Myth of Demeter and Persephone’ (1876), later reprinted in
his Greek Studies (1895), which Leighton read during his North African voyage of 1895,87
discussed the old mystic traditions revolving around the earth’s fertility, contrasted with the
worship of the sunlit heavens. The gruesome chthonic traditions, though initially prettified by
Harrison and Pater, were nonetheless dominated by the dark symbolism of the netherworld, for
which Leighton unsurprisingly considered the stormy weather of the Irish coasts a more

appropriate visual association than the idyllic sunlight of Greece.

Such extension of ideas about the Graeco-Roman myth to northern climes is notably
demonstrated also by Swinburne, whose poems were concerned as much with the sun as with
the stormy coastal environments of the north. Based on his Songs Before Sunrise (1871), John
Holmes has emphasised that this connection was deliberate: ‘ Anthropologically, the choice of
his landscape is significant, as it binds Swinburne’s speaker to the pre-Roman past of southern
England’.82 Another example, the poem ‘By the North Sea’ (1880), is a meditation on the clash
of elements of at the tip of a headland: waves, rocks and the sun. Kerry McSweeney has
concluded that ‘One reason for Swinburne’s fondness for shoreline settings is his aesthetic
preference for the more sweeping, fluid, and primeval aspects of the natural world.”®”® The
fusion of these elements and the fluidity of nature, anticipated by Leighton’s studies of Capri

and Rhodes, similarly impressed the artist in Donegal.

Furthermore, the ‘barren coastal wilderness near Dunwich, in Suffolk’ which inspired ‘By the

North Sea’ elicited in Swinburne thoughts of Hades and the underworld.®” Still, he concludes

88Asleson, ‘On Translating Homer,” 75.

89 Jan Jenkins, ‘Frederic Lord Leighton and Greek Vases,” Burlington Magazine 125 (1983), 602.

870 Linda Dowling, ‘Walter Pater and Archaeology: Reconciliation with Earth,” Victorian Studies 31,
no. 2 (1988), 218-219.

871 Leonée Ormond, ‘The Return of Persephone,” in Frederic Leighton, 216.

872 John Holmes, ‘Algernon Swinburne, Anthropologist,” Journal of Literature and Science 9, no. 1
(2016), 31.

87 Kerry McSweeney, ‘Swinburne’s “By the North Sea”,” The Yearbook of English Studies 3 (1973),
222.

874 Ibid., 223, 226.

228



with the affirmation that ‘Thou, Lord, art God of the day. | Thou art father and saviour and
spirit, | O Sun’ (VII, 5). The invoked solar deity is, of course, Apollo, whom Leighton too saw
in the illuminated Irish sky. The skyscape described in the poem in fact recalls that of Leighton’s
Clytie: “When the ways of the sun wax dimmer, | Wings flash through the dusk like beams; | As
the clouds in the lit sky glimmer’ (I, 12). Yisrael Levin has noted that the poem ‘presents the
sun as an omnipresent natural element whose divine sovereignty makes the world lie in a “sense
of unison”’.8® Such a unifying role of sunlight is remarkably close to Leighton’s depictions,

particularly of the Mediterranean landscapes, where the sun evenly envelops the atmosphere.

The eternal cycle of sunrises and sunsets, symbolising life and death, presented a universally
poetic trope with an equally moving artistic potential. Between the 1870s and the 1890s, a series
of events and publications emerged that can be seen as having directly imprinted on Leighton’s
vision of the ‘waxing and waning’ of the solar year culminating in the two versions of Clytie.
Among them, the eruption of Krakatoa in 1883 caused serious concerns about the changing
colours of the sky and disturbingly intense sunsets appearing as far as in London.2® As
described in Chapter 4, a special committee was formed by the Royal Society to discuss the
implications, which comprised Leighton alongside some of the most prominent scientists.
Crucially, while Ruskin interpreted the ‘plague-wind’ and the environmental pollution as
nature’s rage, he read the fiery sunsets as apocalyptic, in the true sense of a divine revelation,
an epiphany, rather than the ultimate end of the world.®”” The primordial symbolism of the
sunset, however, remained powerful. In The Storm Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, Ruskin
included a lengthy quotation from Byron’s Sardanapalus, in which the Chaldean priest’s prayer

to the setting sun is thus concluded: ‘what is Death, so it be but glorious? ‘T is a sunset’.8"8

As discussed in Chapter 6, the inevitable death of the sun was a new ‘myth’ created by modern
science, in response to the discoveries regarding its gradual cooling. Gillian Beer has explained
this modern ‘mythopoeic’ process as a result of the reception of scientific ideas by ‘non-
scientific Victorians in the mode of dreads and dreams as well as intellectual conundrums’.

Thus, the concepts of energy and the sun’s apparently exhaustible power became
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‘mythologized’. Even F. Max Miiller ‘cites the work of John Tyndall on radiation as a way of
claiming a specific territory for his own researches on solar myth’.8’® Dinah Birch has similarly
pointed out that Miiller was ‘among the Victorian prophets of the defeat of the sun’.8 At the
Dublin Tercentenary of 1892, Leighton sat next to William Thomson, and Miiller was also
present.®8 Such a milieu provided a perfect opportunity for discussing the notion of the ‘death’
of the sun from both scientific and mythographic perspectives, particularly in the context of
Leighton’s Clytie, which was on display at the Royal Academy at the time. Perhaps the meeting
in Ireland indeed resulted in such intellectual exchanges, since the following year Leighton
invited Thomson to speak at the Academy, and was, in turn, himself praised for an unmatched

openness to modern science (see Chapter 4).

Another artist fascinated by these new scientific interpretations was Watts, as exemplifies his
After the Deluge [Fig. 163], first exhibited as The Sun in 1886, in an unfinished form, and then
again in 1891. Watts’s epic vision of the sun rising after the Biblical deluge, designed on a
vortex composition, undoubtedly referenced the iconic paintings of Turner, ‘the first true genius
in thermodynamics’.88? Just as Watts and Leighton, Turner acknowledged natural phenomena
through scientific understanding, simultaneously giving way to their more poetical
representations. After the Deluge, in the artist’s own words, illustrates the moment when: ‘A
transcendent power of light and heat bursts forth to re-create; darkness is chased away; the
waters, obedient to the higher law, already disperse into vapoury mists and pass from the face
of the earth.” There is also an anecdote of Watts explaining to a visitor that he depicted ‘The
hand of the Creator moving by light and by heat to re-create. | have not tried to paint a portrait
of the sun - such thing is unpaintable - but I wanted to impress you with the idea of its enormous
power.’88% Watts’s words reflect quite closely those of Tyndall, who concluded in the
Fragments of Science that ‘Darkness might then be defined as ether at rest; light as ether in
motion. But in reality the ether is never at rest, for in the absence of light-waves we have heat-
waves always speeding through it.’®8* The thermodynamic theory, in its abstraction and the
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study of the invisible, offered perfect material for a modern mythology, and became a new
impulse for the rethinking of religion. Indeed, upon viewing the picture in 1891, M. H.
Spielmann noted the ‘all-conquering radiance of the Deity, shown only as a great central sun’.8%
These contexts have led Mark Bills to interpret the painting as a declaration that ‘Apollo has

been superseded by a monotheistic god revealed through nature’.88

Leighton similarly captured the sun and its vapour as a swirling ball of light in his Clytie of
1892, a year after Watts exhibited the final version of After the Deluge. Their close friendship
and a documented history of cross-fertilization of ideas might point towards the artists’ shared
process of preparing their two striking visions of the sun. However, while Watts painted a
sunrise, Leighton clearly stated to have shown a sunset. Could their two paintings of Biblical
and mythical motifs be seen as a tandem of sorts, drawing on the common symbolism of the
solar cycle in both the Christian and the pagan faith? This potential dialogue gains further
validity with the context of Turner’s alleged final utterance that ‘the Sun is God’ (see Chapter
6). The profound importance of this statement announced by Ruskin in 1874, the same year
Leighton first travelled to Ireland, was widely recognised by artists — Barbara Bryant has
pointed out a pan-European tendency of the late 1880s and early 1900s of monothematic
depictions of the sun.®" Ruskin’s formation of the myth of Turner as a sun worshipper finds an
antithesis in his own views from before his crisis of faith. In the fifth volume of Modern
Painters, Ruskin preached that ‘man is the sun of the world; more than the real sun’.888 |t was
some years later, in The Queen of the Air, that he hesitantly acknowledged that ‘the sun itself
is an influence, to us also, of spiritual good’.%8® Raymond Fitch has also drawn attention to
Ruskin’s conclusion that the old masters painted ‘sunshine’, whereas Turner captured ‘the sun

colour’, and thus tended towards ‘symbolic representations of sunshine’ 8%

The question of the time of day Leighton depicted in the first version of Clytie remains
somewhat unsettled. Leonée and Richard Ormond have suggested a sunrise, quoting the
Athenaeum review by F. G. Stephens, who described the protagonist as ‘saluting the rising

sun’.891 However, such contemporaries as Ernest Rhys repeatedly referred to Clytie as a sunset
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scene, and the painting even became known as Clytie Bidding Farewell to Apollo.8% The
Magazine of Art also reported the landscape to be ‘an elaborate study of a sky, when its
impressive and mightiest clouds were engoldened with gorgeous glow of the setting sun’.8%
Importantly, Leighton himself claimed to have painted ‘the setting sun’ in the second version
of Clytie, and there is no reason to assume that his earlier painting depicts an entirely different
scene. Of further significance is the artist’s admission that he considered the effects of sunset
as ‘the most mysteriously beautiful in the whole twenty-four hours’,%%* and thus worthy of a

studio picture.

Puzzlingly, however, the Athenaeum’s earlier report on the painting still in progress stated that
‘Clytie appears standing with upraised arms at the foot of an altar’ 8% This is repeated by a later
Pall Mall Gazette’s report from Leighton’s studio, just a few months before the exhibition,
according to which there was a terrace ‘at which stands Clytie, who, with outstretched arms,
bids a frantic farewell to the sun-god Apollo’.8% The discrepancy regarding the pose of the
nymph, who in the final version is kneeling, could be explained by the artist’s change of heart
before the work was finished. Perhaps the ultimately unused pose of Clytie was the reason why
he returned to the subject a few years later, making her outstretched arms the clou of the

composition.
The critic for the Pall Mall Gazette stated also that the painting of 1892:

represents a sunset — a remarkable sunset, and one which impressed him very much
when he saw it some years ago. Here, again, we have what may best be described as “a
dramatic sky.” The sun is setting in golden splendour, behind a dark brown-coloured

hill. A serpentine row of pines makes the bareness picturesque.®®’

The ‘serpentine’ row of trees, which is no longer seen in the picture perhaps invoked the
serpentine movement of the cloud masses across the sky, which resemble a colossal snake. They

seem to echo Ruskin’s dreaded coils of smoke’ from The Queen of the Air and the ‘lurid smoke-
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clouds’ from The Storm Cloud. 8% However, where Ruskin saw the sinful, evil nature of snakes
in the serpentine forms in landscape, mostly through their dangerous sexual associations which
so famously haunted him, for Leighton their sensuality was perhaps not an expression of lust
and eroticism per se, but of their more significant implication: fertility and rejuvenation of the
earth. Such interpretation of snake symbolism goes back to the chthonic traditions, particularly

to the cult of Demeter, which Newton demonstrated with his excavations at Cnidus.

Still, Christopher Newall observed that ‘if in [Leighton’s] early career he had looked to
represent the sun as a bringer of energy and fertility, here, in the last years of the painter’s life,
the sun is seen to be departing from mankind and thus denying its life-giving force’.8%® The
ambiguous motifs captured in the two versions of Clytie, including the uncertainty whether they
represent a sunset or a sunrise, were perhaps meant to deliberately invoke such dualities. While
the setting sun is explicitly associated with death, Daniel Robbins has pointed out that, although
Leighton’s health deteriorated, he did not contemplate the possibility of an approaching end
when painting the second version. Instead, he worked as hard as ever, taking up on new and
challenging commissions alongside preparing paintings for the Royal Academy exhibition.
Furthermore, the artist’s reflection regarding the fifteen years of ‘brewing’ the concept for
Clytie signals that these final paintings were not conceived by a mind conscious of imminent
death.®® Indeed, perhaps Leighton went as far as to identify himself with Apollo, whose daily
solar flight across the sky is the emblem of life conquering death. He was certainly perceived
in this context by his contemporaries, which is vividly demonstrated by Disraeli’s portrayal of
him as Phoebus, the sun emanation of Apollo. F. G. Stephens’s impression that the later picture
of Clytie depicts the nymph ‘hailing the uprising of Phoebus Apollo’,** perhaps deliberately

references this aspect of Leighton’s image, by then strongly imprinted in public consciousness.

Similarly, Swinburne’s poem ‘The Last Oracle’ (1878), which Liz Prettejohn has cited in the
context of Leighton’s Clytie, acknowledges the sun-god as the life-giving source as much as it
expresses a hint of fear for his anticipated demise. The lyrical subject asks: ‘Is the sun yet cast
out of heaven? [...] | Light, life, word, witness, O sun [...] | O father of all of us, Paian,
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Apollo’.%% Leighton’s correspondence confirms that he was in contact with Swinburne as of
1885,% and the poet had himself used the Clytie motif, in ‘The Complaint of Lisa’ (1878):

| am weary of all but death
Toward whom | look as looks the sunflower
All day with all his whole soul toward the sun

It was perhaps this explicit connection between the sun and death that Leighton found so
compelling in the Ovidian myth. Clytie’s was the perfect story to explore in the second half of
the nineteenth century, as it synthesises all the elements implicated by modern science — the
cycle of life and death associated with the solar cycle, and nature’s ability to shift shape.
Leighton’s distinct turn to the themes from Metamorphoses in the 1890s could have been

motivated by these two chief mythographic implications.

Of significance to Leighton is also Tyndall’s belief that matter is ‘essentially mystical and
transcendental’,** a statement suggestive of pantheism, which he reinforced in the Belfast
Address of 1874. The concept of the universal flux, promulgated especially by Tyndall and
Huxley, allowed for a better understanding of the mythopoeic mind, to whom morphing of
organic into inorganic matter, and vice versa, was thus possible. These concepts were certainly
not new, and the Hegelian idea of unity in nature is but one example. Sharon Aronofsky has
also observed that ‘The Paterian — even more that Heraclitan — flux Harrison describes
permeates beyond the Greek culture to the Victorian.”®® The myth of Clytie, according to which
she ‘will merge corporeally with nature’,°% is only possible in a flux-determined universe. The
idea of unity in nature gives way to the notion of pantheism, since both animate and inanimate

elements are considered to be elementally connected.

Importantly, there is no indication of Clytie’s literal transformation into a sunflower (or a
heliotrope, depending on the myth’s version) in either of Leighton’s paintings. The only
suggestion of an ongoing metamorphosis is detectable in the second version, in the ‘dissolution’

of the figure’s drapery and the ‘melting’ of her wax-like body.%" Leighton’s vision of the story
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is stripped of what Miiller had dubbed the ‘disease of language’, a gradual build-up of fantastic
elements and metaphors upon the baseline story of man’s response to a natural phenomenon.
In fact, through the prominently displayed fruit offering on the altar behind Clytie, comprising
mostly pomegranates, Leighton makes an allusion to Persephone, thus pertaining to the
primordial dichotomy of the underworld and the heavens, death and rejuvenation, mourning
and joyful celebration of life — the ‘waxing and waning of the year’ he had discussed in his
Academy Address.%%®

Unlike in some early classicising works such as Clytemnestra (c. 1874), in Clytie of 1896
antiquity is flagged only by the inclusion of a column rather than a full-blown architectural
setting. By this means, Leighton moved from Clytemnestra’s historical narrative to an
emotional interpretation of universal and timeless themes of love and loss. Indeed, both versions
of Clytie essentially show a priestess mourning the daily ‘death’ of the sun — the artist’s
interpretation is therefore closer to an anthropological account of the myth at its conception (as
an instinctive response to a natural phenomenon) than to an illustration of the myth in its
abstracted form (the nymph literally turning into a sunflower). Leighton is dissecting the ancient
story in the ‘reconstructive empirical methodology’ practiced by anthropologists and
mythographers including Miiller.°®® Employing a lowered vantage point and placing the viewer
right behind the kneeling protagonist allows us to partake in the event. We are looking at a
reconstruction of a scene, witnessing the myth in the making. Though the sun is concealed from
> 910

view, Liz Prettejohn has observed that the ‘God’s epiphany is in the expanse of the sky’,
revealing its powerful presence through the natural spectacle it has created.

As argued throughout Part Il and Part Ill, the main implications of the scientific theories
popularised between the 1860s and the 1890s in Britain were twofold: that the sun is the true
life-giving force, which is gradually burning out, and that all matter is inextricably linked, thus
nothing in nature perishes, only transforms. In 1874, James Hinton interpreted the principle of
the conservation of energy as ‘one thing merging itself in another’,®'' which fittingly
summarises the astonishingly metamorphic nature of all matter, including that of a nymph into

a sunflower. Indeed, nineteenth-century mythography found these conclusions applicable to the
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mythopoeic mind, which interpreted the solar cycle as a constant battle between the heavens
and the netherworld, resulting in the ‘death’ and ‘rebirth’ of the sun, while the pantheistic unity
of the world allowed for a comprehension of metamorphoses. In the 1890s, having already
explored each of these motifs individually, Leighton was now naturally progressing into their
synthesis. The process, as he himself admitted, had begun in the mid-1870s, when both

mythographic and scientific discourses were at their peak.

In this respect, Leighton’s landscape sketches and exhibited paintings of that period can be seen
as leading up to the two versions of Clytie, in which his ideas about nature culminated. Initially,
the artist placed the focus directly on the sun and its effects on landscape, signalling solar
worship, whereas in the later painting he omitted the solar orb, shifting attention to the
‘goddess’ Clytie, representative of the pantheistic unity of all nature. As much as a connection
between two potentially distinct spiritual beliefs, these late paintings can be also seen as an
attempt to bring together the northern landscape and the southern mythology in a coherent

vision of universally divine nature.
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CONCLUSION

Leighton’s proclamation made in the mid-1890s, that ‘his passion had always been for
landscape’,%'? suggests he attached a larger importance to his open-air sketching practice (and
its application to his studio paintings) than the ‘relaxed and responsive mood’ of holiday
travel ®® as categorised by the existing scholarly literature. Given the demonstrated
complexities surrounding his landscape art, the prevailing argument for Leighton’s plein air

painting as merely a secondary activity proves to be conspicuously limited.

The three thematic perspectives from which his landscape oeuvre has been analysed and
interpreted in this thesis — nature, science, and myth — to a large degree resolve the problem of
the artist’s puzzlingly consistent lifelong production of open-air art. Identifying these key
concerns of Victorian culture as central to Leighton’s landscape practice stems from the
overlooked aspects of his social life, writings, as well as his sketches’ ‘afterlife’ in the
backgrounds of his subject pictures. The above evidence reveals the artist’s steady devotion to
depicting the natural world, lively interest in modern science, and fascination with universal
applications of ancient mythologies. Such a radical vision of Leighton’s landscape art, in these
particular ways more closely related to that of Turner than that of his fellow academicians,
overturns its outdated interpretation as a merely recreational exercise. In fact, this thesis
demonstrates the significance of Leighton’s active engagement with the leading intellectual
circles as highly pertinent to his open-air production, suggesting his deliberate implementation

of various understandings of nature in painting landscape studies.

What, then, was the point of Leighton’s plein air sketching? At the very least, it was of course
a means to practice his observational skills and to provide himself, as well as the ‘students who
could not themselves travel’,°!* with useable material. Leighton’s prevention of the sketches’
dispersal and their prominent display in his studio suggest he was following the lead of
Valenciennes, who defended the importance of landscape oil studies at the turn of the nineteenth
century. Although Leighton never exchanged the studio for the field, he did realise that one
should not exist without the other. This new dialogue meant approaching both as
complementary aspects of artistic practice. In his general reluctance to exhibit the open-air
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studies, Leighton was indeed confirming their status of études, or aides-mémoire; not landscape

pictures in their own right.

However, by equating the studies in question to travel souvenirs, the more subtle ways in which
the artist’s landscape oeuvre was being widely and consistently circulated are being dismissed.
Leighton’s landscape art did, in fact, enter the realm of the Royal Academy in significant ways.
Among his early submissions of 1860 and 1861 were two pure landscapes views of Capri, and
this was repeated in 1874 by Moorish Garden: A Dream of Granada and, crucially, in 1892 by

Clytie, which combined the truth of an Irish sunset with the dramaturgy of the mythical story.

Also of importance are the landscape backgrounds in Leighton’s subject pictures, often
identifiable with particular oil sketches and sometimes conflating more than one locations in a
single scene. This was Leighton’s landscape art, a studio production based on studies made
directly from the motif. They were inevitably processed in order to elevate their aesthetic appeal
as much as to convey the emotive charge of his subject pictures, relatable to the sentimento

preached by Giovanni Costa.

The fact that Leighton did not exhibit his open-air sketches at such premier venues as the Royal
Academy is rather obvious, given their informal character as érudes. He did, however, exhibit
a number of them over the years, and with time was increasingly keen on showing them in
representative groups. Moreover, there was little that was private about the display in
Leighton’s studio, whose entire south wall was tightly lined up with his oil snapshots of nature.
The artist’s house was often busy with guests, in addition to the spring music parties he

organised annually, and enjoyed a wide coverage in the press.

A parallel can be drawn with the open-air art of G. F. Watts, who was similarly moved by the
landscapes and atmospheres of central Italy in his earliest plein air production. The proximity
of the artists’ depictions of such environments as the coastal Turkey or the Alps, as well as the
mythographic and symbolic interpretations of these landscapes in their subject pictures, suggest
a direct link between the landscape art of the two close friends. As Emilie Barrington remarked,
at the heart of their devotion to open-air sketching was worship of nature, whose beauty was

for them ‘a religion in itself”.%%°

Central to the development of Leighton’s landscape practice was his contact with European

artists — from his Frankfurt teacher Jakob Becker to the Italian landscape painter Giovanni
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Costa. Their meeting at Cervara di Roma, and Leighton’s subsequent returns to this popular
artists’ location, resulted in two of the earliest known oil sketches, which can be confidently
dated to the second half of the 1850s. Acquiring the works of Camille Corot and other associates
of the Barbizon School in the 1860s furthered Leighton’s seriousness about sketching en plein
air. Corot’s influence is detected particularly in the atmospheric luminosity, fluidised
brushwork, and the green- and yellow-dominated colour palette of Leighton’s works. The term
he used to describe his open-air work already in the 1850s — ‘impression of the effect’1® —

signals the importance of modern French painting to his ideas on landscape art.

Perhaps the earliest traced landscape study is A Cornfield in Italy, which was plausibly painted
around 1855 as a study for the landscape setting of Leighton’s Pan. The gently diffused
sunlight, the rolling planes and the clear blue sky of the Campagna, known as the ‘playground
of the gods’, brought about idyllic associations of nature uniformly benevolent and abundant,
thus easily linked to the Bacchic thiasus. Yet it was the luminous island of Capri, also
historically associated with the goatish members of the Dionysian processions as well as with
the sun, that unleashed Leighton’s potential as an independent landscape painter. His
fascination with the effects specific to coastal environments, in which the sea, the land and the
sun interact with one another, was later repeated in his open-air series on the Aegean Sea, on
the Nile, and in Ireland.

Leighton’s skill at capturing natural scenes and atmospheric phenomena should not be
discarded as merely following the artistic tradition of exploring the effects of light in the
Mediterranean. The sheer range of his studies, with an incredible diversity of themes,
compositions, techniques and colour schemes, signifies the artistic curiosity about the natural
world and the continuous will to explore its manifold aspects in the medium of oil paint.
Increasingly captivated by the northern landscapes of his native Britain, as well as Scotland and
Ireland, Leighton adjusted his artistic execution to match the darker, colder regions, and this
distinction between the environs of the north and the south exhibits his quasi-scientific
sensibility. His mature oeuvre exemplifies the gradual rejection of the ‘innocent eye’,
unemotive observation of the visible facts of nature, which resulted in more painterly modes of

landscape art.®*’
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Even when on holiday, the artist imposed upon himself oil sketching from nature as a ’sort of
discipline’,%*® which implies the importance he placed on open-air studies, exceeding mere
artistic training. Most of Leighton’s landscape sketches have little in common with the
excruciatingly detailed works of the Pre-Raphaelites or John Ruskin, more immediately
associated with a scientific investigation. Yet, the oil sketch had a longer history as part of
specimen collection and an inductive method of studying nature, even though it was not
primarily meant to illustrate scientific lectures or publications.

Although it may be argued that even the botanically or geologically oriented sketches ultimately
served a purely aesthetic purpose, they are nonetheless factually accurate, and in many cases
also scientifically informed. Taking a strictly scholarly purpose out of the equation, however,
does not eliminate the fact that the open-air paintings testify Leighton’s interest in certain
natural phenomena, and that he captured them on the spot, through careful observation, and
without later retouches that would undermine the immediacy of his renderings. Paramount to
that argument is also the fact that Leighton did not rely on a set repertoire of motifs,
compositions, colour palette, or even brushwork, instead shifting his attention and methods to

the specificity of the view or landscape elements he was approaching.

The artist’s contact with leading scientists of the day, from the botanist W. T. Thiselton-Dyer
to the physicist and glaciologist John Tyndall, attests to his profound awareness of the latest
scientific theories. Leighton mingled freely with the intellectual elites at the Royal Academy
banquets, London’s scientific institutions, the Athenacum Club, as well as at private parties.
Lord Kelvin’s emphatic confirmation of the artist’s ‘exceedingly friendly spirit’ even towards
the most controversial aspects of modern science further ascertains the significance of this
previously overlooked context. Indeed, Leighton’s public rapture over ‘the marvellous and the
incommensurable’ subjects of scientific investigation, such as electricity,®!® signals his
familiarity with the discourses on the unseen forces of the universe, giving way for a more

imaginative perception of nature.

Ideas of flux and fluidity of matter on molecular level, known from ancient philosophy and
revived by nineteenth-century physics, offered potent metaphors for a mythographic thinking
about inter-connected nature, seemingly constituting of fluctuations and unrestricted

metamorphoses. Leighton’s rendition of geological formations in an undulating, wave-like
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manner reflected this new perception of the universe, contradictory to the increasingly outdated

Ruskinian mode of static natural philosophy.

In the Alpine and northern environments, Leighton sought out dramatic landforms and
atmospheric phenomena, which he then interpreted as emanations of spiritual presences hidden
in nature. Pantheism and animism gained new relevance entailed by the cold lens of the
scientific materialism, as well as by the simultaneous inexplicability of such phenomena as
energy or radiation, and by the controversial philological and anthropological studies of F. Max

Miiller and Andrew Lang.

Leighton’s overall perception of landscape, conveyed especially in his sunlit southern views,
revolves around the interactions of the earthly elements with those of the sky, the penetrating
sunrays signifying the sun’s omnipresence and vital power. The dominant focus on the solar
aspects of landscape taps into the recent developments in the field of thermodynamics and solar
physics, as well as into Ruskin’s promulgation of the myth of Turner as a sun worshipper and
equally a natural philosopher. In such late works as Leighton’s two pictures of Clytie, the
marriage of an accurately observed sunset with a mythographic interpretation of the dramatic
natural scene is detected.

Overall, my consideration of the landscape works presented in this thesis sheds new light on a
quintessential aspect of Leighton’s art, which has remained largely neglected by the otherwise
exhaustive scholarship on the artist. His prolific and highly diverse open-air oeuvre has
significant ramifications for the broader understanding of landscape painting. The lifelong plein
air production of this major nineteenth-century painter signals a more widespread, though
critically overlooked, existence of such tendency among the academic circles, as a corrective
against the mannerism of copying old masters and relying solely on indoor studies from models.
It is also noteworthy that Leighton’s unique role in processing and transmitting various
European landscape trends on the British ground stemmed from his Continental upbringing and
largely cosmopolitan lifestyle, unparalleled by most of his fellow academicians. Furthermore,
Leighton’s close-knit yet previously unexplored collaborations with various landscape painters

imply there are more such connections to be drawn in regard to other leading Victorian artists.

This thesis introduces new avenues of thinking not only about the artistic production of this
major historical figure, but also about the wider cultural responses to the changing
understandings of nature in the period. By acknowledging the broader socio-historical contexts

of Leighton’s time and immediate circles, my research uncovered the neglected relevance of
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current cultural concerns to Victorian artists more generally, with some comparative case
studies presented throughout. This thesis has demonstrated that not only vanguard and
experimental landscape painters engaged with modern science and that, equally, art did not
need to be figurative to be symbolically charged and to invoke the latest mythographic

interpretations.
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