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Artist Ursula is 
rediscovered

WHEN she was in her early 20s, Sharon 
Wheaton walked into the Fosse Gallery 
in Stow on the Wold with her mother 
and instantly fell in love with a large 
painting lying on the floor. It was by the 
little-known painter Ursula McCannell 
(b.1923) and Sharon borrowed the 
money to buy it.

Later, in 1998, Sharon started working 
for the gallery, which was founded 
in 1980 by Gerard O’Farrell and Brian 
Sinfield, and in 2006 she bought the 
business. With Ursula’s painting still 
hanging in her home, Sharon put in a call 
to the artist to see if she would do a solo 
show at the gallery.

Ursula agreed and that first show in 
2007 was a sell-out, which Sharon credits 
with getting the gallery back on its feet. 
Fosse Gallery held a second show of her 
work in 2009, but after that Ursula sadly 
lost confidence in her work and gave up 
painting.

But last year, Sharon visited the artist 
and asked if she would release some older 
works in order to mount an exhibition 
to commemorate her 90th birthday. She 
agreed.

Ursula McCannell at 90 runs from 
June 9-29 at Fosse Gallery in The Manor 
House on The Square, Stow on the 
Wold, and includes just under 40 works, 
predominantly portraits, spanning the 
past four decades.

The only child of the painter Otway 
McCannell, Ursula was a precocious talent 
from a young age – at 13 she showed 
at the Wertheim Gallery and had her 
first solo show at the Redfern Gallery in 
London at just 16. She studied at Farnham 
School of Art, where her father was the 
principal, and later the Royal College of 
Art where she met her husband, Peter 
Rees Roberts.

www.fossegallery.com

galleries@
antiquestradegazette.com

Above: Girl with Donkey, 1975, by Ursula 
McCannell, 2ft (61cm) square, oil on  
board – £5200 from Fosse Gallery.
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The only way is Essex if      it’s decorative art    
 ■ Forty pictures bought to 

adorn several properties gave a 
chance to test the market 

Alex Capon 
r e p o r t s

“Dobson certainly 
lags behind plenty of 
other Victorian artists 
in terms of prices 
fetched at auction”

A GROUP of eye-catching 
pictures which came courtesy 
of a single-owner collection 
led the way at Essex 
auctioneers Boningtons (20% 
buyer’s premium) at the end 
of last month.

The consignment of art and antiques 
from businessman, property owner and 
TV and film producer Frank Phillips was 
deemed to warrant its own separate sale 
in Loughton on May 
21 – an event that ran 
to 125 lots and raised 
£55,000. 

As well as the silver, 
bronzes, timepieces, 
furniture and mirrors, 
there were around 40 
pictures which formed 
a rather eclectic range of lots. Most had 
been acquired by the vendor in the 1960s 
and ‘70s (some purchased from leading 
London dealers) to decorate his various 
properties.

If there was one common theme, 
it was that the decorative appeal of 
the pictures appeared to have taken 

precedence over artists’ names – hence 
a number of lots were highly stylised and 
brightly coloured works by artists whose 
track record in the saleroom was not 
especially prominent.

Mr Phillips, who was both the 
originator of a specialist television 
channel and also co-producer of a 
movie that starred Laurence Olivier, had 
furnished properties in Spain, Devon and 
Knightsbridge but, now being semi-
retired, was scaling back the collection.

The Boningtons sale provided an 
interesting opportunity to assess 
the current demand for this kind of 
material. While the market may not 
be as strong as during the time Mr 
Phillips was buying, the bidding from 
the room as well as on the phone and 
internet suggested there is still some 
money around for such works as long 
as they are fresh to the market, in good 
condition and pitched at reasonable 
levels – all of which was the case here.

The top price on the day, as expected, 
came for a painting 
by William Charles 
Thomas Dobson 
(1817-98). An artist 
who specialised in 
religious and historical 
scenes, Dobson is 
perhaps not as well 
known as many of his 

contemporaries today and certainly lags 
behind plenty of other Victorian artists 
in terms of the prices now fetched at 
auction.

This is in spite of the recognition 
he achieved in his day – he exhibited 
no fewer than 107 works at the 
Royal Academy and became Master 

of the Society of Arts and Design in 
Birmingham.

The 21½ x 17½in (55 x 45cm) oil on 
panel here had a biblical subject and 
so, ostensibly, might not have been the 
most commercial picture ever to come 
to emerge. Taken from Chapter Two of 
St Luke’s Gospel, the scene shows the 
12-year-old Jesus being carried back to 
Nazareth by Mary and Joseph. 

However, the picture, which was dated 
1857 and had the artist’s monogram, 

was in fact a smaller version of one 
of Dobson’s major works which was 
exhibited at the RA in 1856 and is now in 
the Tate. 

Both versions – which are 
compositionally identical – show the 
influence that the Nazarene artists had 
on Dobson during the 1840s and ‘50s. 
This group of 19th century Romantic 
painters (most of them German) aimed to 
revive the spirituality in Christian art and 
their works are now highly recognisable 
given their aesthetic approach, with 
highly affected gestures, clothing and 
even hair (one of the striking features of 
the current pictures was Christ’s auburn 
locks).

Having been acquired from the Maas 
Gallery in London, the picture was in 
good condition and ready to hang. With 
works by Dobson not hugely common on 
the market – run-of-the-mill genre scenes 
appear occasionally, but fully finished 
compositions that relate to notable works 
like this are rare – the estimate was set 
at £6000-8000. On the day, it duly 
attracted a number of interested parties 
and was eventually knocked down on 
top estimate to a UK private buyer on the 
phone.

The price, although dwarfed by other 
pieces of Victorian art, like paintings by 
the Pre-Raphaelites for example who 
were greatly influenced by the earlier 
Nazarene school, appears to be one of 
the highest seen for Dobson in the last 
20 years. However, the record Dobson 
picture, The drinking fountain from 1861, 

ANOTHER group of decorative pictures 
appeared at Wingetts (17.5% buyer’s 
premium) of Wrexham on May 15. From 
a consignment of book and artworks 
from Harlech College in north-west 
Wales, the auction was part of a financial 
recovery plan for the cash-strapped 
college and the 350 lots raised just over 
£100,000 overall with only three unsolds.

Included were nine paintings by Sir 
Francis Oppenheimer (1870-1961) 
– a high-ranking diplomat in a British 
Consulate who was also an expert in 
medieval iconography but, as a young 
man, had been an art student in Paris and 
continued painting throughout his life. 

Although he refused to exhibit his 
works during his lifetime, his wish for a 
posthumous show was eventually fulfilled 
at the O’Hana Gallery in London shortly 
after he died. This lack of exposure may 
well be the reason why his works have 
rarely appeared on the secondary market, 
however.

The pictures here included a number 
of nude studies, one of which fetched the 
highest price among the nine pictures by 
Oppenheimer. The three-quarter-length 

watercolour and pastel on canvas, signed 
and dated 1934, measured 3ft 7in x 2ft 
4in (1.08m x 72cm) and depicted a figure 
holding a stick and tassle.

Deemed the most impressive of 
the works here on account of its 
decorative and painterly style, it drew 
strong competition against a £600-800 
estimate and was knocked down at 
£6600 – the highest auction price so far 
for Oppenheimer and no shy sum for 
an amateur artist whose status in the 
saleroom is only now emerging.

Against a slightly higher estimate of 
£800-1000, another painting of a nude 
draped in a white gown from 1932 took 
£5000, while a smaller pencil drawing 
of a head and shoulders of a young lady 
from 1922 took £350 against a £50-100 
estimate.

From the same source was a signed 
charcoal sketch from 1962 by Dame 
Elizabeth Frink (1930-93). It was a 
fairly plain depiction of a soldier’s head 
but nevertheless overshot a £1000-1500 
estimate, selling for £2800.

Of course, Welsh art was strongly 
represented in the Harlech collection, 

and the top price from the consignment 
came for a Kyffin Williams (1918-2006) 
landscape painting which sold for a mid-
estimate £11,000.

Above: this painting by Sir Francis 
Oppenheimer of a semi-nude with stick and 
tassle sold for £6600 at Wingetts. 

Oppenheimer finally emerges in the saleroom

has twice made more, selling at Sotheby’s 
London in June 1994 for £18,400 and 
then again in March 2005 for £23,400 
(both premium-inclusive prices).

Also drawing interest at Boningtons 
was a Henry Ryland (1856-1924) 

watercolour of a woman and a young girl 
with a kid before a classical fountain.

The 15 x 20¾in (38 x 53cm) signed 
picture was highly typical of the artist 
whose most regular subjects were young 
women in classical draperies on marble 

terraces. These kind of works by Ryland 
have been known to make five-figure 
sums at auction, although they tend to 
come for more overtly sensual figures (he 
rarely painted nudes, however). 

Even so, the £1000-1500 pitch here 
certainly looked enticing to a number of 
bidders given the figurative subject as 
well as the decent size and condition. 
Taken over top estimate, it sold on the 
phone at £3000. The buyer was thought 
to be a dealer.

While the other Victorian pictures 
from the Phillips collection also drew 
bidding, one French picture that 
contributed to the bottom line was 
Figures in an Egyptian temple by Maurice 
Ray (fl. late C19th/20th century).

An obscure artist with virtually no 
track record at auction, the only previous 
sale that could be traced was a picture 
of two classical figures on a marble seat 
that took €10,000 (£8810) at Thierry de 
Maigret in Paris in March 2011.

Here, the 2ft 5in x 23in (74 x 59cm) 
signed watercolour and gouache 
probably dated from the 1920s and 
depicted a woman in Egyptian attire 
and a man kneeling with arms aloft and 
wearing a crucifix. It had been acquired 
by the vendor from the Piccadilly Gallery 
in London’s Cork Street. A highly detailed 
and somewhat intriguing composition, 
it was estimated at £2000-3000 at the 
auction and sold to a European collector 
on the phone at £3500.

Right: The 
Child Jesus 
Going Down 
with His 
Parents to 
Nazareth 
by William 
Charles 
Thomas 
Dobson, 
which was 
sold for 
£8000 at 
Boningtons.

Right: A woman 
and a young 
girl with a kid 
before a classical 
fountain by Henry 
Ryland – £3000 at 
Boningtons. 

Left: 
Figures in 
an Egyptian 
temple by 
Maurice Ray, 
which made 
£3500 at 
Boningtons.
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