Atkinson Grimshaw: At Home in Yorkshire

At Home in Yorkshire

John Atkinson Grimshaw (1836 — 1893) was born, and
spent much of his life, in Leeds. Once he began to make
money from his art, he rented Knostrop Old Hall, Leeds,
for his growing family.

After losing three children in the 1870s, he briefly made
Scarborough his second home. Here he drew inspiration
from the fishing ports of the Yorkshire coast.

Grimshaw was a self-taught Yorkshire artist. Around 1861,
his wife Frances Theodosia Hubbarde encouraged him to
give up the security of a railway clerk position to paint full-
time.

By the 1870s, he had found commercial success and
renown as a painter of nocturnes (moonlight scenes).

‘tender, poetic feeling: many of his canvases might well be
described as “poems in paint”... [and marked by] a refined
sense of colour.’



From the catalogue of the Loan Exhibition of Works, Leeds
City Art Gallery, 1897.

1836
Born 6th Septemberin Leeds

1852
Becomes a clerk with Great Northern Railway
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Marries his cousin Frances Hubbarde

1859
Begins selling his paintings

1861
Gives up his job to be an artist



Grimshaw in Scarborough

Grimshaw moved his family to Scarborough in 1876. He
developed his technique in painting moonlight scenes
while living here. Grimshaw studied the effects of light on
water along the Yorkshire coast. Severe debts forced him
to leave Scarborough in 1879.

Three of the Grimshaws’ young children died of diptheria
(an infectious disease) in 1874. At the time the disease
was thought to be caused by foul air. Perhaps this is why
Grimshaw looked for a second home here by the sea.

He rented a house from Thomas Jarvis, a local brewer, and
called it Castle-by-the-Sea, after a poem. He may have
paid his rent in paintings, as Jarvis became one of
Grimshaw’s main collectors.

‘Well have | seen that castle, That Castle by the Sea,

And the moon above it standing, And the mist rise
solemnly.

The Castle by the Sea, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1836

1862
First known exhibition in Leeds



1867
Paints his first known moonlight scene of Whitby Harbour

1870
Rents Knostrop Old Hall, Leeds

1874
Three of his children die of diptheria

1876
Rents Castle-by-the-Sea, Scarborough



Grimshaw in Leeds

Grimshaw returned to Leeds in debt. He was producing a
painting a week in the early 1880s to meet his financial
pressures.

He further broadened his range and style to include city
streets, riverscapes and docksides. Grimshaw continued
to paint right up to his death in 1893.

Throughout his career, Grimshaw seems to have been
skilled at changing his subject matter to increase his
ability to sell his works. He chose to capture the modern
urban scenes of Leeds, Glasgow, London and Hull giving
them a poetic, timeless appearance that appealed to the
city’s middle classes.

He also adapted his techniques to produce paintings
quickly and in quantity. He was still experimenting with
new types of painting in much lighter tones in his last few
years.

‘He had a mountain of debts. He had no assets except the
skill of his hands and brain in the time that remained to

H

him.



Guy Phillips’ memoir of his grandfather, Atkinson
Grimshaw

1879
Leaves Scarborough home due to debt

1880
Takes a London studio for two years

1892
Begins painting snow scenes

1893
Dies 31st October at Knostrop Hall

1897
Retrospective exhibition of his work, Leeds City Art Gallery



Be inspired by Grimshaw

Atkinson Grimshaw was inspired by the writing of poets
like Tennyson and Keats when he created his artworks.

We invite you to become a poet, inspired by Grimshaw's
art and the seascapes, townscapes and moonlit scenes of
Scarborough and Leeds.

Create your poem here using the poetry tiles.



Yew Court, Scalby, near Scarborough, 1875
Oil on board

Unlike Grimshaw’s later lane scenes, like Silver Moonlight,
this painting is of an actual building and street. It was
painted the year before he rented Castle-by-the-Sea as his
second home.

Scalby is a village on the northern edge of Scarborough.
Grimshaw painted this view of Yew Court as seen from
Station Road with the building’s frontage onto the High
Street.

All five of the Grimshaw paintings cared for by
Scarborough Museums and Galleries were restored in
2021. The cleaning of the works helped to reveal details,
like the two figures in the foreground here, previously lost
in the dirt and dust of time.

From the collection of Scarborough Museums and
Galleries



Lights in the Harbour, 1879
Oilon canvas

Grimshaw recognised the marketability of his nocturne
(moonlight) scenes. Their popularity led to him repeating
similar scenes in multiple paintings. This one offers us a
romanticised view of Scarborough Harbour.

‘For long, Mr Grimshaw did little else than paint moonlight
scenes, or twilight, or dawn, with skies of amber or vivid
green. They were quite unlike the familiar treatment of
such effect... The nocturnal scenes were remarkable for
lovely harmonies.

Grimshaw’s Obituary, Leeds Mercury, 1 November 1893

From the collection of Scarborough Museums and
Galleries



Scarborough Lights, 1877
Oilon canvas

The Grand Hotel opened in 1867, ten years before
Grimshaw painted this scene. It’s a view of the South Bay
which is still recognisable to us today, with the Spa Bridge
and the lights of the Spa by the sea.

Grimshaw’s wife, Frances, gave birth to twins in 1877, the
same year as he painted this view. The family were living in
Scarbrough in Castle-by-the-Sea, which overlooked the
North Bay. The twins were named after one of Alfred, Lord
Tennyson’s poems; Lancelot and Elaine.

From the collection of Scarborough Museums and
Galleries



‘Burning Off’, a Fishing Boat at Scarborough, 1877
Oil on canvas

Grimshaw has captured the local practice of burning
barrels of oil, known as the ‘harbour flare’. It was used to
warn fishing boats of dangerous conditions. He painted a
similar view in another work In Peril in 1879.

The fishing ports of Scarborough, Whitby and Hull
provided Grimshaw with an opportunity to explore the
effects of light on water. He used the moonlit views to
capture the modern, everyday working landscape and its
people, but with a romantic, nostalgic atmosphere. He
found a ready market in the growing middle classes of
industrialised Victorian Britain.

From the collection of Scarborough Museums and
Galleries



Sic transit gloria mundi, 1876
(The Burning of Scarborough Spa Saloon)
Oil on canvas

Grimshaw was living in Scarborough when the Spa Saloon
was destroyed by fire on 8th September 1876. He
witnessed the dramatic scene and produced this painting
very soon after.

He supposedly painted portraits of himself and his family,
as well as Thomas Jarvis and his family, in the foreground.
Thomas Javis rented Castle-by-the-Sea to Grimshaw and
lived nearby.

The painting’s title ‘Sic transit gloria mundi’ translates as
‘thus passes worldly glory’.

From the collection of Scarborough Museums and
Galleries



Silver Moonlight, 1880
Oil on canvas

Grimshaw was under financial pressure in the 1880s. He
needed to produce large numbers of paintings that would
sell well. He began painting scenes of suburban lanes.
They were either moonlit or seen through autumnal sun.
This is one of the early examples.

His lane scenes are a combination of views and buildings,
often including aspects of his home, Knostrop Old Hall. A
single female figure appears in many of Grimshaw’s best
known works. He brought women from all classes into his
paintings. In his repetition of the single female figure he
‘was a pioneer of the depiction of the modern woman.
(Jane Sellars, The Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate).

On loan from Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate



In the Gloaming, 1878
Oil on canvas

Grimshaw found inspiration for his paintings in works by
the Romantic poets of the early 1800s. His particular
favourite was Alfred, Lord Tennyson. This painting is
inspired by Tennyson’s poem, Locksley Hall. It is also
partly based on Grimshaw’s own Yorkshire home,
Knostrop Old Hall.

‘Tis the place, and all around it, as of old, the curlews call,
Dreary gleams about the moorland flying over Locksley
Hall.

Locksley Hall, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1835

This painting was known as A Yorkshire Home when it was
first given to the Mercer Art Gallery in the 1930s.
Grimshaw wrote its actual title, In the Gloaming, on the
back of the canvas.

On loan from Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate



