Northern Artists from the McClelland Collection

This is the fourth exhibition drawn from the McClelland Collection at IMMA. It celebrates the dominant strength of that collection, its fine assemblage of paintings and sculptures by artists

working in Northern Ireland during the middle of the 20th century. Five artists, all of them represented by strong bodies of work in this collection have been selected to give an insight into the originality and vitality of Ulster in this period, a period that is equally remembered for the absence of structured critical and economic support for the visual arts. Each of the artists chosen came to maturity just before and during the second world war and all had to face the difficulties of making a living in the immediate aftermath of war, at a time of reconstruction and rationing.

Although CEMA, the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts, later the Northern

Ireland Arts Council was established in 1943, and over subsequent years provided valuable

assistance and support for them, artists were very dependent on the limited number of private

galleries that gave them an outlet. The McClelland Art and Antiques Galleries in May Street in

Belfast, later McClelland Galleries International on the Lisburn Road, took up, in Belfast, where

Waddington’s Gallery had left off in Dublin, providing exhibition opportunities and even financial

support for contemporary artists in an otherwise difficult cultural environment. Poverty was a familiar aspect of many of their lives. Gerard Dillon, who loved company, is known to have wandered from pub to pub in London carrying a half filled glass of beer under his coat so that he could pretend to have bought it in each of the places he visited. Colin Middleton and his wife Kate recalled a dinner party where they had smuggled food home for their young family. “The garden I knew was a cemetery and we had no fine furniture” was William Scott’s very graphic memory of Fermanagh as he remembered it.

The Ulster Museum’s purchases of contemporary Irish art in the 1950s and 60s earned it, and

curator Ann Crookshank great praise because it had no rivals in the island of Ireland. There were

few collectors of innovative contemporary art.

Ann Crookshank cleverly initiated her sponsorship of contemporary artists by persuading her board

to buy the work of William Scott ( 1913 –89) who is represented in the McClelland collection by a

number particularly good paintings. Born in Scotland but raised and educated as an artist in

Northern Ireland Scott was highly regarded in avant garde art circles in Britain. He represented

Britain at the Venice Biennale in 1958 and was fully aware of the most up to date developments

in Abstract Expressionism in the United States. His classical and essentialist approach to his

material is very obvious in works such as Cards and Candles and Standing Nude. Often seen as one

of the leading painters of abstract pictures in Britain Scott told his friend and biographer Norbert

Lynton ”It seems I paint the same subject whether it be still life, figure or landscape”. Even when

invited to paint a huge mural for Derry’s Altnagelvin Hospital in 1966 referring to Derry’s history of

Apprentice boys and the textile industry Scott produced his familiar, formal abstract motifs, with no

obvious link to the required subjects.

F.E. McWilliam (1909 –92) was also commissioned to provide work for Altnagelvin Hospital. His

Princess Macha, the maquette for which is included in this exhibition makes explicit the historical

references that William Scott avoided. Selecting as his subject Macha, the Celtic Goddess of

healing, Mc William placed the figure seated with hands outstretched in welcome, at the entrance

to the hospital, and with the dove, symbol of the city of Derry perched on her left hand. A member

of the British Surrealists in the mid 30s and one of its leading activists McWilliam’s moved

between the timeless serenity of Woman with Arms Folded, Princess Macha and The Patriarch to

the more contemporary and disturbing references to civil unrest in Belfast during the late 60s and

early 70s. The series Women of Belfast was shown in the McClelland Galleries International in

1973. In this exhibition two of the small Women of Belfast bronzes are accompanied by some of

the artist’s original drawings for them.

While McWilliam and Scott advanced their careers in England, their friend Colin Middleton (1910

–83) remained umbilically attached to Belfast and to Ulster. From the mid-1930s he painted the

impact of war and later the “Troubles” on his native city, oscillating between an accomplished

surreal style in the different modes of De Chirico and Salvador Dali and a very painterly expressionist

one. His thoughts about war-torn Spain in paintings such as Spain, the Dream Revisited, or the

bombing of Belfast (Strange Openings) are irrational nightmares presented with all the clarity of

science while the unchanging hardships of war and its aftermath are given a totally different,

expressionist treatment in paintings such as Woman of Carnmoon.

The poet and critic John Hewitt once said that it was right to group Daniel O’Neill and Gerard Dillon

together because they were “all emotional and all willing to seize the ephemeral”. While that

similarity may be striking the differences between the two artists is even more so. Gerard Dillon

(1916 –71), the youngest of eight children went to work as a house painter at the age of fourteen

and although his mother saved the money to pay for lessons for him at Belfast’s School of Art, he

had such faith in his own creative vision that he refused to attend the classes. That independent

attitude was a marked feature of his artistic career, bringing him early recognition from Mainie Jellett

in Dublin and encouraging him to experiment with found materials, collage and textiles as well as

painting regardless of what his contemporaries were doing. Like F.E. McWilliam he was inspired by

the past, but less the heroic past of McWilliam’s Partriarch and more the tried and tested rituals of

life in the West of Ireland or the street games of Belfast children, which he painted with great

humanity, sympathy and frequently with humour. A more tragic aspect to his life and his painting

comes across in a series of paintings in which he adopts the persona of a masked pierrot, seen

alone, lonely and heroic as in The Blue Pierrot in a Western Landscape or Lonely Man, or

accompanied by shadowy floating figures which may refer to his brothers, three of whom died from

the heart disease that was to kill him, too, at the age of 55. Dillon was keenly aware of the powerful

pull of narrative in his painting but never allowed it to dominate his visual aesthetic.

Daniel O’Neill (1920 –1974), Dillon’s early companion followed a different vision. His paintings

provide an escape to a Romantic, dream world of wonderfully coloured twilights, and wistful figures.

In opposition to Dillon, he haunted libraries seeking pictures of Italian Primitives and Old Masters

and was initially well received in Dublin. That was not sufficient to guarantee him a livelihood

however, and after the closure of the Waddington Gallery in Dublin O’Neill found it difficult to exist

as a painter. In 1970 George McClelland invited Daniel O’Neill to have a one man show, Recent

Paintings, at his Belfast gallery, providing the artist with accommodation and a studio to work in.

It was his first one man show in 18 years and, wonderfully for the artist, it was a complete sell

out. Sadly for O’Neill this return to good fortune was not sustained. McClelland Galleries was badly

affected by the civil unrest in Belfast in the early 1970s. O’Neill died in 1974 at the age of 54.

While Daniel O’Neill is best remembered for his nostalgic landscapes such as December in Donegal,

the McClelland Collection also includes one of his most remarkable paintings in a more realist

mode. Belfast After the Riot, is a straightforward depiction of the aftermath of firebombings and

rioting. In its uncompromising presentation of material that O’Neill usually avoided it forms one of

his strongest statements. The painting is prophetic also of the McClelland enterprise in Northern

Ireland. McClelland Galleries International closed in 1974 and with it, as one supporter put it, the

Cork Street presence in Belfast was removed.
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