
Though they had made their names in a man’s world, six ladies 
from Scotland’s Dear Green Place produced stunning artwork 

that was then lost in the folds of time, 
says Maggie Ritchie

The
Glasgow Girls

Most people have heard of the artists known as 
The Glasgow Boys – but their contemporaries, 
The Glasgow Girls, were just as famous in their 
time. These bold and adventurous women defied 

convention to make their names in a man’s world at the turn of 
the last century, only for their work to fall into obscurity.

The Glasgow Girls were at the forefront of the avant-garde 
movement of art and design now known as the Glasgow 
Style, the city’s own version of 
Europe’s art nouveau. Although 
they were internationally praised 
in their lifetimes, between 1880 
and 1920, these women artists 
were largely forgotten until they 
were rediscovered in retrospective 
exhibitions in 1990, 2000 and 2010 
and named The Glasgow Girls. 

Their romantic book illustrations 
and embroideries, striking 
paintings, and jewellery studded with enamel and semi-
precious stones caught the imaginations of people attending 
the exhibitions and led to a loyal and growing band of followers. 
The Girls’ distinctive styles were nurtured and developed in the 
Glasgow School of Art with the encouragement of the forward-
thinking director, Francis Henry Newbery, better known as Fra 
Newbery, who led the way in education reform and provided 

Opposite, clockwise 
from top left: The 
Glasgow Girls Bessie 
MacNicol, Jessie 
M King, Eleanor 
Allen Moore, Norah 
Neilson Gray, Frances 
Macdonald, and 
Margaret Macdonald 
Mackintosh. Above: 
Bessie MacNicol’s 
French Girl, 1895.

equal opportunities for women. In his 
time, fifty per cent of the students were 
female, as were thirty per cent of the 
teaching staff.

Eleanor Allen Moore was one of The 
Glasgow Girls who has been rescued from 
100 years of obscurity. She defied the 
conventions of the time to become an 

artist and lead an adventurous 
life, despite being a daughter 
of the manse. She was just 
beginning to be noticed when 
war broke out in 1914, leaving 
her little time to paint as a 
Voluntary Aid Detachment 
Nurse at Craigleith Hospital, 
Edinburgh. In the 1920s, 
she travelled to China with 
her husband, a  doctor, and 

their daughter, where she set up home 
in Shanghai, then known as the Paris 
of the Far East for its pleasure-seeking 
denizens who frequented nightclubs 
in the jazz age and went on cross-
country paperchases mounted on shaggy 
Mongolian ponies.

These bold 
and adventurous 
women defi ed 
convention to 
make their names
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lane behind her home to studios and rented them out to artist 
friends. It became known as the ‘Green Gate Close Coterie’, a 
close-knit community of women artists who scandalised the 
townsfolk by swimming naked in the burn at the bottom of 
Jessie’s garden. Robert Burns, Head of Painting at the Edinburgh 
College of Art, said that no student’s training was complete 
without a stint at Green Gate.

Norah Neilson Gray’s powerful paintings from the First 
World War can be viewed in the Kelvingrove Museum and 
Art Gallery. She went to France to work as a Voluntary Aid 
Detachment nurse for the Scottish Women’s Hospital in a 
French Red Cross hospital in the Abbaye de Royaumont in 
1918, when the hospital was often bombed. She painted during 
the day, after night duty, sketching injured soldiers, doctors 
and nurses in the abbey cloisters. After the war, she was 
commissioned by the Imperial War Museum to record the staff 
at the hospital.

Her portraits of mothers and children, landscapes of Loch 
Long, and social realist depictions from the Great War saw 
her lauded as the foremost Scottish female painter of her 
time. Glasgow Museums and Art Galleries bought several of 
her paintings, but they were consigned to the museum stores. 
Happily, they are on display once more today.

1933 art critics mostly denigrated her contribution.
Margaret, her sister Frances, along with Frances’ husband 

Herbert McNair and Charles Rennie Mackintosh, were known 
as The Four. Their collaborations include the Willow and 
Ingram Street Tea Rooms in Glasgow and The Hill House in 
Helensburgh.

Frances Macdonald, whose elongated, melancholic figures 
led The Four to be dubbed ‘The Spook School’, was more 
successful in her time than her husband, much to his despair. 

A heavy drinker with financial 
difficulties, at one point he was 
shipped off to Canada on a one-way 
ticket by Frances’ concerned family, 
only to return to Glasgow. Her death 
in 1921 may have been suicide and, 
shortly after, Herbert destroyed most 
of her work.

Bessie MacNicol’s life was also 
tragically cut short when she died 

in childbirth one month before her 35th birthday. She was 
considered one of the most important female painters in 
Glasgow at the turn of the 20th century. In 1908, after her 
death, James Caw, the director of the National Galleries of 
Scotland, said she was ‘probably the most accomplished lady-
artist that Scotland has yet produced’. Fifty years later she was 
all but forgotten.

After studying painting at Glasgow School of Art and Paris, 
she exhibited her highly-regarded A French Girl, a study of 
a girl’s head in profile, an unconventional composition for 
a portrait. Her painting friends included Edward Atkinson 
Hornel, whom she painted – the portrait still hangs above the 
fireplace in the dining room of his home, Broughton House, in 
Kirkcudbright. Bessie was also friends with other Glasgow Boys, 
including George Henry, John Keppie, David Gauld and Harry 
Spence. She was really one of The Glasgow Boys, sharing their 
interest in the work of Bastien-Lepage and Whistler.

Women were not allowed to be members of the Glasgow Art 
Club at the time but at Bessie’s funeral in 1904, many of her 
brother artists went to pay her tribute. Her grave was covered 
in wreaths, including one inscribed: ‘From the Glasgow Art Club 
with sincere regret for the loss of a true artist.’ 
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It was a dangerous time to live in Shanghai, even in the 
safety of the International and French Concessions. There 
were anti-foreigner riots, kidnappings, and the city’s notorious 
brothels and opium dens were ruled by brutal gangs called 
tongs. Eleanor’s husband was 
kidnapped once but managed to 
escape from the kidnappers’ car 
with a bullet hole through his 
coat. Daringly, as a foreign woman, 
Eleanor braved Shanghai’s Chinese 
Old Town and ventured into opium 
dens to sketch people smoking, as 
well as street scenes of ordinary 
Chinese people going about their 
business.

In 1937 she was abruptly evacuated to Hong Kong during 
the Sino-Japanese War. When her husband died in 1942, she 
returned to Scotland, where she felt bypassed by new styles and 
did not paint much more.

One of the first Glasgow Girls was Margaret Macdonald 
whose romantic female figures and rose motifs later became 
a much-copied hallmark of her husband Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh’s designs. The couple worked closely together but 

Margaret was overshadowed by 
Mackintosh whose name lived on 
while hers was largely forgotten.

Margaret was one of the most 
successful female artists working 
in Glasgow and between 1895 and 
1924 she contributed to more 
than 40 exhibitions throughout 
Europe and America. With her 
husband, she won a special prize 
in the International House for 
an Art Lover competition of 
1901, but after her death in 

Clockwise from top left: The 
May Queen, 1900, by Margaret 
Macdonald Mackintosh; Spring 
by Frances Macdonald; Flute 
Player by Eleanor Allen Moore; 
Mother and Child by Norah Neilson 
Gray; Ophelia, 1908, by Margaret 
Macdonald Mackintosh; The 
Enchanted Birches by Jessie M King.
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Margaret was overshadowed by 
Mackintosh whose name lived on 
while hers was largely forgotten.

successful female artists working 

Eleanor braved 
Shanghai’s Chinese Old 
Town and ventured into 
opium dens to sketch

“
Jessie M King was also a friend of E A 

Hornel, who lived nearby in the artists’ 
town of Kirkcudbright, which then 
had more than 50 artists in residence, 
attracted by the luminous quality of the 
light and the gentle Galloway landscape 
of rolling hills and dramatic coastline.

Best known for her illustrations 
of fairytales, Jessie M King became 
a familiar if eccentric figure in 
Kirkcudbright. Riding her bicycle 
in a cape, voluminous black hat and 
silver buckle shoes, she was often 
followed by the village children whom 
she befriended and who saw her as a 
‘friendly witch’. 

A romantic who believed in magic, as 
a young woman lying in the grass one 
summer, she felt a pricking sensation on 
her eyelids and believed she had been 
chosen by the fairies to communicate 
their world to others.

Jessie converted the cottages in the 
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