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“It is when he applies 
his Pre-Raphaelite 
precision to portrait 
drawings that Hughes 
commands most 
admiration

Portrait shows it’s good to chalk 

Auction Reports Art market

Report by Gabriel Berner

Dreamy landscapes, fairies and 
classical female nudes fill many of 
today’s best-known canvases by the 
Victorian artist Edward Robert 
Hughes (1851-1914). But it was his 
skills as a portraitist that impressed 
critics most while he lived.

At his memorial exhibition in 
1914, The Observer wrote that his best 
work was the “careful and masterly 
drawings” executed in chalk – not 
his Symbolist watercolours. “It is 
when he applies his Pre-Raphaelite 
precision to portrait drawings… 
that Hughes commands most 
admiration… These things are of 
lasting value, and no fluctuations in 
taste can affect their appreciation.”

The rise in Pre-Raphaelite 
popularity has created a premium 
for Hughes’ symbolist watercolours. 
With subjects of classical myths, 
Shakespeare and other literary 
themes, he executed these under the 
influence of Edward Burne-Jones and 
the other Pre-Raphaelites. 

A fortnight ago in London, 
Sotheby’s offered Hughes’ The Weary 
Moon, a watercolour of the goddess 
Selene, inspired by a series of works 
by Burne-Jones. It sold for a premium-
inclusive £143,750 on July 13. 

Meanwhile, Hughes’ chalk 
portraits are among the more 
affordable works currently on the 
market. Boningtons (20% buyer’s 
premium) of Epping in Essex 
included a privately consigned, 
market-fresh chalk work of a seated 
girl on June 28.

“This was a completely different 
ball game financially to the mystical-
style fairy paintings, which have 
made £300,000 in the past,” said 
Boningtons’ picture specialist Luke 
Bodalbhai. Nonetheless, the intimate 
2ft x 18½in (61 x 47cm) coloured chalk 
on paper, Jill – a study, was billed by 
the auction house as an ‘important 
addition’ to the artist’s oeuvre. 

Moreover, the portrait’s intimate 
nature and directness suggested to 
Bodalbhai that it might have been 
painted as a gift for a friend. 

Exhibited at The Royal 
Watercolour Society in 1904, the 
same year it was dated, it had been in 
the same private collection since at 
least the 1980s.

In a good size and condition, it 
sold to one of two private bidders on 
the phone within estimate at £11,000. 

Style by artist more famous for symbolist watercolours is a more affordable collecting option

According to The Art Sales Index, 
the price is among the highest paid at 
auction for a chalk portrait of a child 
by Hughes. 

The sale also featured an oil 
study of a sleeping baby by the 
Pre-Raphaelite John Everett 
Millais (1829-96). Depicting the 
son of Millais’ colleague, the artist 
Robert Barnes, it was not deemed 
a commercial subject and sold on 
bottom estimate at £3000. 

Elsewhere, the top lot among the 
pictures was a decorative still-life, 
identified as by the Dutch artist 
Johannes Bouman (1601-58).

Depicting a wicker basket laden 
with fruit, the 18½in x 2ft 3in  
(47 x 69cm) oil on panel is typical of 
Bouman’s style, who often presented 
his still-life subjects in wicker baskets 
identical to the one at Boningtons. 

Estimated at £1000-1500, it 
came down to two bidders from the 
continent, who pursued it to £15,500. 

Prices for such works by Bouman 
can fluctuate, often depending on 

condition, size and the quality of the 
image depicted. 

In November last year, Christie’s 
Amsterdam sold a slightly larger 
example containing a monkey for a 
premium-inclusive €40,000 (then 
around £34,780), while Bonhams 
sold a lighter and more modest still-
life for £8000 in July 2015. 

A collection of eight portraits of 
racing pigeons proved popular when 
they all flew to a total of £9100. They 
had been painted by Edward Henry 
Windred (1875-1953), a renowned 
painter of racing pigeons in the 1920s 
and ’30s. 

The collection had belonged to the 
vendor’s great-grandfather, a Mr G 
Bennetts. Each 14 x 18in (35 x 46cm) 
oil on canvas was inscribed with 
the pigeon’s name and detailed its 
winning flight and the date. 

Grouped into pairs, the better 
preserved were the most sought-after, 
with two pairs selling to separate 
private buyers for £3000 each, 
against £800-1200 estimates. n

Possibly the largest quantity of watercolours by the Second World War artist 
Thomas Hennell (1903-45) to come to auction in one sitting was on offer at 
Mallams (20% buyer’s premium) on July 5

The 10-lot group offered in Oxford was among just 77 works thought to have 
been sold at auction since 1986, according to the Art Sales Index. The fact that 
he died young – captured in 1945 by Indonesian nationalist fighters in Java and 
presumed dead shortly thereafter – partly accounts for the scarcity of his work. 

Born in Kent, the second son of a clergyman, Hennell specialised in illustrations 
of British country crafts and craftsmen at work in and beyond the home counties.

His work was much admired by his friends Edward Bawden and Eric Ravilious, 
who regarded his expressive ‘alla prima’ watercolours of a vanishing agricultural 
society as ‘works of genius’. 

Consigned by a private collector who had amassed them over a 20-year period, 
the vivid and dramatic watercolours at Mallams depicted scenes such as threshing, 
baling, and orchard clearing. They dated from the 1930s and early ‘40s. Estimated 
at around £500-800 each, they went on to total £8400 from several buyers. 

Super Solomon
Five months after Mallams sold a Simeon Solomon (1840-1905) sketch, Mercury 
Rises, for £13,800, another drawing by the Pre-Raphaelite cropped up. 

Vespertilia, a signed 19½ x 7in (50 x 17cm) white chalk and buff paper work from 
1896, came fresh to market from a different private source. The depiction of a lady, 
shrouded in a veil and holding myrtle, relates to the poem of the same name by the 
Victorian poet and critic Rosamund Marriott Watson. 

It had been published a year earlier in 1895. Described as in “untouched 
condition” by Mallams specialist Rupert Fogden, it bettered its £1500-2000 guide 
to sell to a private collector on thesaleroom.com at £8000. 

Elsewhere, a Maltese school portrait of an unknown knight wearing a ruff within 
a period frame nearly tripled its £800-1200 guide, selling to an English private 
buyer at £3400. 

The main appeal of this 2ft 6in x 21in (77 x 54cm) oil was the sitter’s tunic, 
emblazoned with the Jerusalem cross of the Knights of St John. At the time of this 
portrait, which dates to the 17th century, the cross of the Knights of St John was a 
symbol of resistance to Ottoman expansion and the defence of Europe.  

Above left: Jill, a study by Edward Robert Hughes – £11,000 at Boningtons. 

Top right: Duke, part of a pair of portraits of racing pigeons by Edward Henry Windred – £3000. 

Above right: Still life of fruit in a wicker basket by Johannes Bouman – £15,500. 

War artist’s peaceful views

This work above by the popular cartoonist Max Beerbohm (1872-1956) 
was a highlight of Mallams’ library sale on June 21.

The signed 1908 pen ink and colour wash depicts a dozen unhappy 
figures sat around the Peter Pan author JM Barrie. The caption reads: Mr 
J.M. Barrie in a nursery – telling a story about a little boy who wished – oh, 
how he did wish! – to be a mother…

The 12 x 15in (31 x 39cm) drawing had pedigree, having been 
consigned from the collection of Beerbohm’s friend, the cartoonist Haro 
Hodson (b.1932). Against a £600-800 estimate, it soared to £6800, when 
it was hammered down to the trade. 

Price with Max effect
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