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Hetty Sorrel by John Collier
Blackburn Museum Victorian Gallery

John Maler Collier (27
January 1850 – 11 April
1934), called 'Jack' by his
family and friends, was a
leading English artist,
and an author. He sometimes painted in the PreRaphaelite style, and was
one of the most prominent portrait painters of
his generation. He married twice both his wives
being daughters of Thomas Huxley.

CAN YOU SEE THE PICTURE PROPERLY?
It is often very difficult to actually see the paintings hanging on gallery walls. If they are behind glass, what you also see are reflections
usually of yourself and surroundings which can make an entertaining
experience, but not if you actually want to study the picture itself.
Can you find a position where you can see just the painting, without
visual interference?
Perhaps it’s better to look at a reproduction and this will certainly tell
you a lot about composition, form and perhaps the subject matter, if
any. But what about the colour? Is the main image of Hetty an accurate reproduction? Can you make out the textures? Can you move
closer in to examine the brush strokes?
Sometimes the only way you can see a painting is through a reproduction. So many art works were made for churches where without the
help of a ladder and a spotlight you haven’t a chance of seeing them
in any other way. Have you ever tried gazing at the Mona Lisa? The
poor lady is permanently besieged by tourists and you have to make
good use of your elbows before you can enjoy a few moments quiet
contemplation.
A reproduction cannot usually give any idea of the physical presence
of an art work. Does size matter though? In the case of art works it
certainly does. Sheer size or lack of it can be a very important part of
the effect. Think of the Angel of the North. Have a look at the Ron
Mueck sculpture above.

DOES THE TITLE MATTER?
The above painting is by Van Gogh and is
sometimes called ‘Crows over a Cornfield’.
Have a good look at at and try to notice how
you react to it before you turn to page 3 and
find how it is usually subtitled. Does it make a
difference to how you see the picture when
you find this out?
When you look at other paintings, do you want
to know their titles? Is ‘Seascape’ as useful a
title as ‘Christ or Diana’ What does a title add
to a painting anyway? Does ‘Hetty Sorrel’
mean anything on its own?

Adam Bede, the first
novel written by
George Elliot (the pen
name of Mary Ann
Evans), was published
in 1859. The novel has
remained in print ever
since and is counted as
one of the classics of
English literature.

Hetty Sorrel is a character in ‘Adam Bede’. She is
rather vain and foolish allowing herself to be seduced. She abandons her new born child in the
country side then runs in horror from what she has
done. This what the picture shows us. She is tried
for child murder and sentenced to hang but this is,
after a dramatic intervention, commuted to transportation.

DOES KNOWING THE ARTIST MATTER?
The two pictures above are both pleasant enough, both made by painters
you will have heard of,(guaranteed!). Do prefer one or the other? Now
look at page 6 to see who the artists actually are, though I won’t tell you
who painted which picture.
Does knowing that ‘Hetty Sorrel’ was painted by ‘John Collier’ mean anything to you? Surely we should judge a work by what we see in front of us
and nothing else? Perhaps!

