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1. Study for the Bridge at Etaples, 1887, 133 10% inches (34:9x 27-3 cm.). Collection Mrs. van Praagh. All the oil-sketches illustrating this article
are by Philip Wilson Steer (1860-1942) and are on panel
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Some Ear
by Wilson

BRUCE LAUGHTON

Wilson Steer has sometimes been criti-
cized for an apparent sketchiness in his
work. Tt is true that he often abandoned
canvases in a rather thin state, but he
did not necessarily intend these to be
exhibited. The large quantity of un-
finished work kept hidden in his studio
until his death testifies to this. The issue
has been confused by differing views on
his relationship to the French Impres-
sionists when a young man,! a relation-
ship which was confused even at the
time by the reserved attitude of the
English critics and public towards such
impressionist paintings which they saw
in England during the 1880s and ’90s.
The fact is that Steer worked best
when spontaneously recording what
was before his eyes. He was a natural
sketcher, but, having also more serious
intentions, he spent a great deal of
time working out the consequences of
his observations in more ambitious
works in the studio, After his death in
1942, some twenty-two small oils on
panel dating from about 1888 to 1894
appeared in his studio sale (Christie’s,
16 and 17 July). At least an equal
number of panels had been previously
dispersed. The quality of these smali
sketches is often very high, and, al-
though Steer himself probably regarded
them as minor efforts, they can now be
seen as particularly revealing of his
natural early style.

Steer was not primarily a landscape
painter at first, His training at art
schools in England and France had
consisted of academic studies of the
figure, and his earliest exhibits were
usually portraits or genre pieces. His
first marine paintings at Walberswick
derive from what may be cailed the
Channel-coast style of Courbet, Manet
and Whistler. Surf (Fitzwilliam Mus-
eum, Cambridge), for example, is
painted in greenish greys and blues
with both brush and palette knife and
with thick impasted whites. It is datable
about 1886, although in style it could

Steer

have been painted at Trouville in the
1860s. At the beginning of his career
Steer was strongly influenced by Whist-
ler, particularly in his portraits, though
in fact Whistler disliked his work.
During the summer time Steer seems
to have avoided the Anglo-French
gatherings at Dieppe associated with
Whistler and Sickert and gone alone
or with Fred Brown to other resorts.
It was at Walberswick on the Suffoik
coast that Steer first found his strangely
nostalgic visions of young girls on
beaches, so different in style and con-
ception from his portraits of the period.
On the French coast he first went to
Etaples, a small fishing village at the
mouth of an estuary, then very similar
to Walberswick.* Later in life he wrote
a list of his summer painting-grounds
year by year from 1884 for D. S. Mac-
Coll, but he was rather vague about
the first ten years.® From various data
this list can now be expanded as fol-
lows: Walberswick and Southwold,
frequently between 1884 and 1894
inclusive; Etaples, possibly 1885 and
certainly 1887; Cowes, 1888 and 1892;
Boulogne, probably 1889 (on the way
to Montreuil-sur-Mer), more certainly
1891 and 1894; Swanage and Poole,
1890; Hayling Island, 1891; Richmond,
Surrey, 1893.

The more ambitious paintings as-
sociated with these places, such as the
Tate Gallery’s well-known Boulogne
Sands and Girls Running, Walberswick,
were probably not completed on the
spot, but were brooded on and re-
painted in his London studio. The
link with reality, or, if you prefer,
Steer’s natural style, is to be found in
a series of small oil-sketches on panels
which are the only paintings we can
be quite sure were completed from the
motif at this period. He also fiiled little
note-books with thumb-nail sketches
of ideas for pictures and groups of
figures for later use.

The earliest panels, such as the

ly Panel-sketches

Fitzwilliam Surf, are odd sizes, but by
¢. 1838-90 Steer had evidently acquired
a sketching box which took panels of
standard size, roughly 8 x 10} inches
(2032 x 2603 cm.). He was probably
influenced by Whistler’s little oil-
sketches of coastal scenes, examples
of which were exhibited at Dowdes-
well’s Gallery in 1884 and 1886.
These are in many ways comparable
—in the spontaneous handling, and
in the acute eye for tonal wvalues;
nevertheless, by about 1887 Steer
emerges with a distinctive personal
style. Datable to this year is Mrs. van
Praagh’s so-called Study for the Bridge
at Etaples (Fig 1).* Although the
colours are now much absorbed into
the dark red wood of the pancl, the
deep pink of the girl’s dress still con-
trasts with the greenish turquoise of
the sea. The cream-coloured bridge
rail and distant jetty and the black
boats complete a muted harmony which
is abstract rather than picturesque, The
quiescent surface pattern is not unlike
Nabi painting,

Equally tentative in form, but with
the same abstract qualities of colour,
is Mr, Derek Hill’s Walberswick panel
(Fig 10), with the prows of the large
boats which Jloom between the jetty in
the foreground and the estuary beyond
making the main pattern. The girl stan-
ding on the right, with yellow hat and
scarlet sash, is a forerunner of the two
slender wind-blown girls in Mrs. Hugo
Pitman’s well-known On the Pierhead,
which is dated 1888, Several other girls
in Walberswick pictures have similar
physical characteristics, and the model
may possibly be identified with a fisher-
man’s daughter called Dolly Brown.®

The more accomplished Walberswick
Beach panel at Plymouth Art Gallery
(Fig 2) should be dated a little later,
about 1888-9. Again the artist ap-
proaches his motif with a certain
shyness, the two girls seated with
their backs towards us at one side of
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3. Boy and Three Girls in Red, Boulogne, c. 1891, 8 x 10% inches (20-32x 26-67 cm.). Private Collection

friend Ronald Gray. It includes pencil
sketches of the Casino at Boulogne,
numerops studies of children playing
on the wide flat sands and a sketch of
the whole composition of the canvas
Boulogne Sands, now in the Tate Gal-
lery. This canvas is signed and dated
1892, but it was certainly begun earlier.
A little oil-sketch, with Messrs. Roland,
Browse and Delbanco in 1962, is
probably Steer’s first representation of
the group of children digging in the
sand. The colours are nothing like
those in the Jarger painting. The palette
is limited to cobalt, cerulean, ochre,
pink, white and black, and the paint

is applied very thinly to allow the red
colour of the wood to show through
for warm tones. It is unusual in being
signed P. W. Steer on the front, which
compares only with Mr. Thomson’s
Walberswick Beach (1888?) among the
known panels. The arrangement of the
group of girls and the headland on the
far right is closest to another canvas of
Boulogne Sands in Major Nicholas
Daniel’s collection,® which may precede
the Tate picture. Unlike the panel-
sketch, this is executed in bright colours
with divided brushwork, but these are
laid over a half-tone ground. At what
point did Steer break out with his boldest

efforts to interpret sunlight in the
colours of Monet and Seurat (though
with different results)? The connecting
link may be found in three remarkable
sketches from the Pattinson Knight
Collection®® (Figs 3, 4, 5), which should
be dated about 1891.

In 1891 Steer was certainly in Bou-
logne for the second time. The little
panels, of which Boy and Three Girls
in Red, Boulogne, Children and Nurses,
Boulogne, and Bathing Tents, Boulogne
are three of the finest, are the only
works which we can be absolutely sure
were painted on the spot. Although not
impressionist in the sense of using
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B. Bathing Tents, Boulogne, c. 1891 ...wx 10% inches (20-32x 26-03 cm.). Private Collection

dark red unprimed panel, and it is
emphasized by the streaky paint with
much oil in the medium, Because of
the wood tone the colours come out as
bluish greys and purples, with a sug-
gestion of yellow where the paint
thickens. The darker panel gives an
effect different from that in the Bou-
logne beach scenes, but the intention is
an equally spontaneous impression, and
it was probably painted at the end of
the same summer.

In 1892 Steer spent the summer at
Cowes, developing on larger canvases
the impressionistic style he began at
Walberswick and Boulogne. His first

stylistic sources had been Whistler and
Monet (sometimes he alternated be-
tween the two), but by now he definitely
owed something to Seurat as well.
However, he never tried to produce
pointillisme on the small scale of his
panels, with one exception which is
more in the nature of an abandoned
exercise. On the back of Mr. Derek
Hill’s Walberswick panel is the begin-
ning of a sketch made entirely in blue
and pink dots of paint. A figure, in
pink dots, begins to emerge against a
slanting line of sea in blue dots, with
a little sand-bank in pink dots. This
method must have suddenly seemed too

mechanical for Steer to go on with,
but at least it is proof of his interest in
the divisionist system. Moreover, the
effect of Seurat’s marine paintings
plainly appealed to him, and his own
loose-wristed version can be seen in
two paintings of Yachis ar Cowes™
exhibited in the Arts Council centenary
exhibition in 1960. It is also visible in
the skies of the Boulogne canvases
completed in 1891, where the juxta-
position of long slanfing strokes of
different colours banishes Whistlerian
tonality.

Steer returned to using his sketching
box in 1893, when he went only as far
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Richmond Hill (Fig 8). More tradi-
"tional in its conception, this ‘view’ may
be seen as one of the earliest examples
of Steer’s move away from the French
influence towards that of Constable.
The colour is brighter than may be
inferred from a photograph; the blue
.sky, reducing to pink on the horizon
and reflected in the water, contrasts in
tone with the ultramarine shadows of
the dark green trees—but the experi-
ence is now wholly English.

In 1893 Steer stood at the watershed
of several styles, all of which were
represented, and noticed by the critics,
at his exhibition in February 1894.
What they called his ‘Monet’ style was
the least well received, and this may
have been one reason why his Walbers-
wick pictures, culminating in Girls
Running (Tate Gallery) and Children
Paddling (Fitzwilliam Museum) were
never repeated. A few of the small
panels were exhibited at prices of seven
to ten guineas, but Steer himself may
have decided that his aptitude for the
spontaneous sketch was dangerous if
cultivated too exclusively. The panels
cease after 1894, and only reappear
occasionally towards the end of the
century as minor adjuncts to his new
approach to landscape.

The purpose of this article has been
to rehabilitate these early panels in
Steer’s oeuvre. Not only do they throw
an interesting light on his view of
Impressionism, by illustrating his natu-
ral style when concerned solely with
his sensations in front of the motif, but,
even considered as by-products of his
more ambitious works, they refain an
ephemeral beauty of their own.

11 am dealing fully with this question in the course
of a thesis on Steer’s development as a painter.

2 The appearance of Etaples is probably best known
through the work of Boudin, ¢f. Etaples, s. & d.

1888, "Manchester City Art Gallery. Le Sidaner also,

lived there from 1882 to 1894, but there is no evi-
dence of a meeting with Steer,

3D, 8. MacColl, Life of Steer, 1945, p. 186, printed
an agreed version of this list, which is not very
accurate for the years 1884 to 1894.

*The protif of the girl leaning on the bridge railing
oceurs in the Tate Gallery canvas known as The
Bridge at Etaples, but it is unlikely that the panel
was painted with the larger picture in mind. More-
over, the view from the bridge is different. The panel

probably indicates the Etaples jetly, but the estuary

in the Tate picture is more like that at Walberswick.
The latter was first exhibited as, simply, The Bridge.

5 She appears named in Girl Seated by a Window
({reproduced in Robin Ironside, Wilson Steer, Phaidon
Press, 1943, Pl 6, but since lost—can any readers
help to find it?) and in .an inscribed sketch-book
drawing. : '

., USteer and Sickert were the two principal figures
in the London Impressionists exhibition held  at
Goupil’s Gallery in November 1889, -

¥ Op. cit., £. 190,

3 Print Room Catalogue E.281.

? Ilustrated in Wilson Steer, Phaidon Press, 1943,
Pl 4. It is also known as Children Shrimping.

® Sold at Sotheby's on 22 July, 1964.

i They remained in his studio until his death.
Amongst others previously dispersed, there were a
Boulegne beach scene in the late Lord Beaverbrook's
collection and a panel On the Plage, which passed
from the collection of Lady Cunerd to that of the
H.Ho.mr Mrs. Evelyn Fitzgerald. .

12 Cf. Peasgnt on Road, Welberswick, s. & d, 1891,
mww_w«a:& at the Beaux-Arts Gallery, London, in June

# Catalogue Nos. 19, collection Sir Eardley Holland,
and 20, collection E. M. Worsley.
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