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M yfather was born in Dundee in 1906 and died there in
1992. His ashes are scattered in Balgay Hill cemetery where

one of his forefathers had bought a family lair. Because of
its splendid views of the neighbouring Law, the Tay and the
Carse of Gowrie, it is the finest howff' I have ever seen.

In writing about him I have relied heavily on Professor
Duncan Macmillan’s interview published in the cata-
logue accompanying the retrospective the latter put on
atthe Talbot Rice Gallery in 1991. Duncan is one of his
staunchest supporters.

The earliest relevant memory I myself have is of Talbert
telling me that, supplies being so scarce, his first drawings
were made on used brown paper bags. It is worth mention-
ing because it may account in some degree for his often
using buff paper rather than white for his watercolours of
the thirties and forties.

In 1933 he was in a four man show in Dundee, the other
participants being Jimmy Reville, George Wright, and
Edwin Callaghan. Without waiting for the exhibition to
end, Talbert was persuaded by Callaghan to quit his part
time job at the Art School and try their luck in London.
Callaghan knew Maynard Keynes who got them the job
of'scaling up the Coppelia backcloth for Covent Garden.
The famous economist was married to the ballerina
Lydia Lopokova. I have no proofbut I suspect the small
watercolour of Dundee docks in this Bourne show is from
that 1933 exhibition. I bought it recently from a Bonhams
auction in Edinburgh and the firm would not reveal who
had consigned the work to them. Besides payment for the
scene-painting, the two Scots were lent the Keynes country

home and the use of a bull-nosed
Morris. Keynes’s chauffeur forbad
their using the vehicle on the roads
but it came in handy for cross-
country journeys to watch cricket.
The holiday ended abruptly when
they ran over Keynes’s dog.

In London Talbertlodged with
Edwin and Willa Muir, making
his living mainly by cartooning.
The list of publications featuring
his drawings is so long I have the
impression every editor in the
capital bought his work. The grandest was Night and Day,
edited by Anthony Powell. When its film critic, Graham
Greene, panned Shirley Temple’s On the Good Ship Lollipop
(‘Dimpled Depravity’ is the phrase that sticks), the film
company sued and the magazine went bust. Greene fled to
Mexico and Talbert’s drawings came back without pay-
ment. That episode and his friendship with MacDairmid,
mostly over drinks in the Plough, Museum Street, probably
confirmed my father’s hard left stance and his concomitant
suspicion of America and capitalism.

For the first part of the war he served as a private in the
Royal Tank Regiment. After reading an illustrated article
about his cartoons, the officers gave him a room, a batman
to keep a fire going and commissioned him to draw the lot
of them. On completion they offered him £5 for the set,
too stingy a sum to accept. Some of the drawings are in
the exhibition.

The two watercolours from 1944, Wynnstay Wood and
Ruabon, were done when my father went painting with
William Scott, whom he had met when they were both
stationed in North Wales. I have seen Scott’s versions of the
same motifs pass through London Bonhams (Ruabon) and
the Fine Art Society (Wynnstay Wood). His treatment of
the wood is quite close to my father’s but the Scott render-
ing of Ruabon has a big helping of neo-romanticism: moody
figures, lots of blacks and so forth.

For the second half of the war Talbert was transferred to
the Royal Engineers in North Africa to make maps. The few
watercolours surviving from then are too damaged to show.
When he was demobbed Talbert returned to Kirriemuir



where he had left his family: my mother, younger brother
and me. He did watercolours around the North Muir. One of
them, Meffan’s Farm, is clearly by an artist who has looked
at Cézanne: the way the shed in the middle of the picture

is defined by a few sheer corners reminds me not only of
Cézanne but also of the cubists he influenced in 1910/11.

Another watercolour of around the same time, Kinnordy
Smiddy, is beginning, in its simplifications, to show a
movement towards abstraction. The depiction of the
one-wheeled farm implement mostly parallel to the paper
edges, and its echo of the L-shaped shadow on the building
at the left, feels like the work of a painter who has not just
the motifbut also the more abstract paintings of others in
his mind’s eye.

Sometime in the late 1940s we left Kirriemuir for
Arbroath where Talbert had got a job teaching at the High
School. My brother David remembers the removal day
because the family and all its possessions were easily
accommodated in a taxi. But it should also be remembered
that in those days, before car ownership became common-
place, the standard Scottish car on hire, no matter where,
was a Rolls Royce.

Arbroath is ahot bed for art. One reason is the proxim-
ity of Hospitalfield, the Scots Baronial summer school for
post-graduate students from all four Scottish art colleges.
Another is the harbour and fishing quarter which painters
find irresistible. James Watterston Herald’s watercolours
of Buffalo Bill’s visit to Arbroath were the first to become
well known. By the time the McLean’s arrived, the Arbroath
painters’ names most mentioned were Morris Grassie
and his older brother George. Dennis Buchan, too, is
renowned. The late Bill Littlejohn and Kenneth Roberts
along with Richard Hunter, were frequent visitors at our
home and those three unwittingly inspired me to become a
painter too.

There is a sense in which my father did not think art
could be taught. He certainly did not try to teach me any-
thing and when I told him I wanted to go to art school, he,
in an effort to divert me from the penury in which he found
himself, said ‘Go to university, get a proper job, you can
always paint in your spare time.’ That, after all, has been the
modus vivendi of most twentieth century Scottish painters.

Talbert’s reputation has been more or less underground.

The artist James Morrison put it succinctly in the
early 60s:

There are those painters who take starting points at odds
with the so-called ‘Scottish colourist’ standpoint. One thinks
of the relative obscurity of Talbert McLean, in my opinion by
far the best abstractionist Scotland has so far produced: but
because his work is low-keyed and essentially tonal, and his
paint is applied meticulously with no impasto, he rarely gets
a good showing in the major exhibitions...

Nevertheless, thanks to far-sighted curators like James
Boyd of Dundee, who was the first museum director to buy
a Talbert McLean, David Brown of the Scottish National
Gallery of Modern Art; Chris Allan and Martin Hopkinson
of the Hunterian, my father’s work is well represented
in public collections. And in 1983 Glasgow Museums
were presented with the 1976 Scree by the Contemporary
Art Society.

James Morrison’s point about Talbert being in essence
atonal painter, while true, is also challenged in this exhibi-
tion by Perilous Yellow which in 1964 was one of the most
frontal paintings to be done in Scotland up till then. By that
I mean there islittle sense of any kind of perspective. The
lines, the white, the yellow, the black and the dark grey are
all on the surface and equally declarative. The curved edge
of the yellow tends to get flattened and made as parallel as
possible with the edge of the rectangular support. The fine
line of white ground peeping above the black semi-circle on
the right acts against a tonal landscape reading. There is an
affinity with contemporary American painting — artists like
Kenneth Noland and Darby Bannard, of whom, at the time,
my father knew nothing.

Living in London, I was better placed to see what was
going on in New York. The dealers Kasmin and Waddington
were showing stimulating new U.S. abstraction in depth
(not to forget the Canadian Jack Bush). By the late ’60s I
was regularly crossing the Atlantic and was influenced
by aresurgence of painterliness in progressive art I saw
there. Some of this rubbed off on my father but his touch
could not have been more different from mine. I still
find the intricacy and delicacy of the work of his last two
decades, astonishing.

John McLean



1 Unknown Officer, 10th Battalion,
Royal Tank Regiment
watercolour - 9 x 4% inches

2 Lieutenant Sackville West, C Squadron,
10th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment
watercolour - 10 X 5 inches



3 M.O. Captain Blenkinsop H.Q.,
10th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment
watercolour - 8 x 4%z inches

4 Lieutenant Col. Johnston Jones,
10th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment
watercolour - 9 X 5inches

5 2nd in Command, Major Van Houton,
10th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment
watercolour - 8% x 4% inches



6 Dundee Docks

signed, dated verso 1933 - mixed media
8 x 10inches



7 Kinnordy Smiddy
signed, inscribed with title and dated 1946 verso
watercolour and pencil - 11 x 15 inches



8 Ruabon, North Wales
signed - watercolour - 9% x 13 inches



9 Wynnstay Wood, North Wales

signed, inscribed with title and dated 1944 verso
watercolour - 9 x 13 inches



10 Blue Ness

signed and inscribed with title verso - oil on canvas
13 x 37 inches







