
John BRETT (Reigate 1831 - London 1902) 

Logan Bay, Cornwall
Oil on unlined canvas. 

Dated and inscribed Logan Aug. 31/80 at the upper left.
25.3 x 48.2 cm. (10 x 19 in.)

 
John Brett made his first visit to Cornwall during the course of his honeymoon in September 1870, and
he returned again in 1872 (when he made his first visit to Land’s End), 1873, and 1876, when the Brett

family rented a cottage for the summer at Bass Point and the artist explored the south coast of Cornwall.
Brett continued to make regular painting expeditions to Cornwall, with his last visit in 1899, and views of
the rugged granite cliffs of the Cornish coast came to be a particular favourite motif of the artist. As the
artist’s great-grandson has noted, Brett ‘left over 200 known views of the coastline from Fowey in the
east to Bude in the north, painted over thirty years, in which he recorded with Ruskinian precision and

Pre-Raphaelite intensity of colour its varied beauties, revelling in the diverse moods of sea and sky, and
the majesty and grandeur of the cliffs.’ 

This painting was made during Brett’s stay in Cornwall in the summer of 1880, when he was based at
Porthgwarra and Sennen, near Land’s End. By this time the artist was working exclusively on canvas,
having given up painting on prepared millboards in 1878. Like all of Brett’s oil sketches, the present

canvas is unsigned - the artist only signed his finished exhibition pictures - but is inscribed with the date
and location depicted. The view here is taken looking eastwards towards the rock formation known as
Treryn Dinas, which incorporates the Logan Rock. As the Brett scholar Christiana Payne has noted,

‘Brett was not attracted by the rural picturesque; it was the natural elements, the rocks, the sea and sky,
which drew him to the coast.’

This view of Logan Bay is painted so thinly in oils that it has the appearance of watercolour. As Payne
has also written, while in Cornwall ‘Brett was making sketches both in oil and in watercolour, as if

uncertain which medium was the more appropriate. Watercolour was suited to the fluid movements of
the sea, the transparent sky and the reflections from wet sand, but oil was more successful in conveying

the textures of the rocks, which were becoming an increasing preoccupation.’

The present work retains its original period frame, of a particular type used by Brett for most of his
works between 1875 and 1895. With its distinctive style of moulding incorporating a zigzag pattern
infilled with triangular palmettes, the frame was known as a ‘Dolman’ frame, and was manufactured

specifically for Brett by the leading firm of framemakers Dolman & Co. of London, who also worked for
the National Gallery and for such artists as Lawrence Alma-Tadema and Hubert van Herkomer.

This painting was bought from John Brett by Sir Thomas Lane Devitt, Bt. (1839-1923), a friend and
major patron of the artist. Devitt was a shipping magnate and the chairman of Lloyd’s Register of
Shipping, and in 1924 was given a Baronetcy in honour of his services to shipping and nautical

charities. Devitt’s collection included several works by Brett, (including the painting Echoes of a Far-Off



Storm, which he presented to the Guildhall Art Gallery in London in 1918), as well as works by
Constable, Gainsborough, Landseer, Lawrence and Waterhouse. Devitt had his portrait painted by

John Singer Sargent in 1904, and also commissioned works from Frank Brangwyn. 

In 1882 Thomas Devitt lent this painting, together with four other views of Cornwall by Brett, to the
second Whitechapel Fine Art Exhibition, established the previous year by the vicar of the church of St.
Jude’s in Whitechapel, Canon Samuel Augustus Barnett. In promoting these free annual exhibitions of
contemporary art, Barnett hoped to ‘educate people so that they might realise the extent and meaning
of the past, the beauty of nature, and the substance of hope.’ (In the catalogue of the 1882 exhibition, in
which each picture was described in terms intended for the layman, it was noted of Logan Bay that ‘The

water has made itself into a mirror for the rocks and sky.’) The immense success of these annual
exhibitions, which drew thousands of visitors, led Barnett to advocate for the establishment of a

permanent exhibition space in the East End of London, and led to the founding of the Whitechapel Art
Gallery in 1901. The following year, a few weeks after Brett’s death, Devitt lent the same group of

Cornwall paintings, including the present work, to the Spring Exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery.
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Artist description:

John Brett enrolled in the Royal Academy Schools in 1854, at the relatively late age of twenty-two. A
devout reader of the writings of John Ruskin, he was attracted by the work of the Pre-Raphaelites and

met Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Holman Hunt. In 1856, while travelling in the Bernese Oberland
in Switzerland, he met the landscape painter John William Inchbold, whose work proved to be a
significant inspiration. Soon afterwards Brett completed his first major painting, The Glacier of

Rosenlaui, dated August 1856 and shown at the Royal Academy the following year; the painting is today
in the collection of Tate Britain. In 1858 he exhibited a second major canvas, The Stonebreaker, at the

Royal Academy; it is now in the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool. This was followed a year later by what is
arguably Brett’s masterpiece as a Pre-Raphaelite landscape painter; a remarkable view of The Val

d’Aosta that was praised by Ruskin in his Academy Notes and was eventually bought by him. Not long
afterwards, however, the relationship between Brett and Ruskin became somewhat strained. 

From 1865 onwards, Brett painted mainly maritime scenes and coastal views in England and Wales,
and was particularly fond of the rugged coastlines of Devon, Cornwall and Wales, as well as the

Channel Islands of Jersey and Guernsey. After his marriage in 1870, Brett spent most of his summers
making sketching tours, including three years in the 1880s when he and his family spent weeks onboard



a yacht, sailing the coastline of Britain. Always of a scientific bent, he was especially interested in
astronomy, and in 1871 became a fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society. In 1881 he was elected an

Associate of the Royal Academy, although he never rose to the position of Academician. The last
decade or so of Brett’s career were a constant struggle, as his work fell out of favour and fashion,

although his sea paintings continued to be exhibited throughout Britain and even occasionally at the
Paris Salon. Although he often lectured on art and published several articles, he painted little after 1897,

and died in relative obscurity at the age of seventy. Nevertheless, speaking shortly after his death, the
President of the Royal Academy, Sir Edward Poynter, could praise Brett as ‘one of the most original of
our landscape artists’. Also within a few weeks of Brett’s passing, a small group of his paintings was
included in an exhibition of paintings of Cornwall at the newly-established Whitechapel Art Gallery in

London.

In the introduction to the catalogue of an exhibition of his landscape oil sketches at the Fine Art Society
in 1886, entitled Three Months on the Scottish Coast, Brett described his working method in some
detail. When planning a painting of a particular view, he would make small oil sketches on the spot,
completing each one in two or three hours without any subsequent retouching. (On days when the

weather precluded working out of doors, he would produce small-scale paintings.) Some of these oil
sketches would later be worked up in his London studio, over the winter months, into full-scale exhibition

canvases, often of considerable size.


