
Many of the artists who came to Newlyn in 1880s had
studied in the ateliers of Paris, Antwerp and Munich, and
had been greatly influenced by the art and philosophy
of the French painter Jules Bastein-Lepage (1848-1884).
He had became famous for painting poor people, in
particular rural peasants working on the land, rather
than the more usual fashionable portraits of the upper
middle classes.

Lepage believed in painting the workers as naturally as
possible, which meant painting outdoors known as ‘en
plein air’, as opposed to working in the studio.  Although
he died in 1884 while many of the Newlyn artists were
still maturing, they admired the body of work he left
behind, and it lead them to a very different way of
painting the figure outdoors.

The attraction and purpose for artists to come and
paint in Newlyn was that it was a rural location with
most of its population dependant on fishing, and not as
most people assume, for the light.  This gave the artists
plenty of subject matter, with its tough working life for

both men and women; the fishing boats that were used
to catch the fish; the various activities from catching,
selling, packing and delivering the fish; and all the tools
and equipment used in the process.  The artists initially
lived and worked alongside the fishermen, renting the
net lofts from them to use as studios as at Porthmeor
Studios.

When the artist Henry Scott Tuke (1858-1929) arrived
in Newlyn in 1883 he described Newlyn as looking
“bewitching as ever… it is now simply reeking with subjects”.
He may also have been referring to the literally ‘reeking’
smells of rotting fish which inhabitants and artists alike
had to tolerate.  Newlyn was very similar to the places
on the Breton coast where many of the artists had met
during the summer breaks from the ateliers, with
Stanhope Forbes describing Newlyn as an “English
Concarneu”.

In the census of 1880, over 6000 people were recorded
as living and working in Newlyn and Mousehole, with
most dependent on the fishing industry.  The main

fishery then at Newlyn was drift netting using Cornish
Luggers, which were the workhorses of the Cornish
fleet for over 200 years.  The larger mackerel boats with
7 crew fished mainly for mackerel and herring, while the
smaller pilchard boats fished locally for pilchards and
herring.  There was also a pilchard seine fishery based
at Newlyn, but this was on a much smaller scale than at
St Ives.

The main pilchard drift net season was from July to
December, with herring being caught locally between
October and January.  The larger luggers fished for
mackerel from January to June, before sailing for the
Irish Sea in search of the migrating herring stocks.  They
then crossed over to the North Sea and sailed down
the east coast of Scotland and England, arriving back
home in September.  These fishermen were therefore
away from home for months at a time, making them
and their families as hard as their native granite.

Porthmeor Studios & Cellars

Cornwall’s
fishing industry
1880-1900
as portrayed by
the Newlyn
painters

Social Realism: 
Depicting rural poverty of the Newlyn fishing families.

Newlyn artists.  Newlyn Artists Photograph Album, 1880s.
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum & Cornwall Studies Centre, Redruth)

‘October,1878’ Oil by Jules Bastien Lepage.
(© National Gallery of Victoria, Australia)

Newlyn.  Newlyn Artists Photograph Album, 1880s.
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum & Cornwall
Studies Centre, Redruth)

‘Shipbuilders’ 1883.  Oil by Henry Scott Tuke.
(© Jordan and Chard)

Newlyn.  Newlyn Artists Photograph Album, 1880s.
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum & Cornwall
Studies Centre, Redruth)



One of the earliest artists who came to capture the
harsh realities of life in a rural fishing village was Walter
Langley (1852-1922).  Langley first came to Newlyn
from Birmingham on a sketching trip in 1880, returned
in 1881, and finally settled there in 1882.

Many of Langley’s paintings depict the women, children
and the elderly left behind once the fishermen had put
out to sea.  A typical example is ‘In a Cornish Fishing
Village: Departure of the Fleet to the North’ (1886), a
watercolour in Penlee House Gallery and Museum’s
collection.  It shows the younger women standing in the
centre carrying their empty baskets as if in preparation
for carrying the catch, as well as a young lad who has
been left to mend the nets, while the old and the young
look out to sea in expectation of the boats’ return.

Langley was particularly aware of the precarious
existence that fishing families experienced in Cornwall,
especially when a fishing boat and all on board were
lost at sea.  He captures the emotions and tragedy of
these events in several major watercolour paintings,
including ‘Among the Missing - Scene in a Cornish
Fishing Village’ (1884) also in Penlee’s collection.  Here
Langley depicts the Post Office and the new technology
of the telegraph which delivered the news of a boat
missing at sea to the close-knit community.  The
reaction to the news is shown in the pose and gestures
of the young woman who covers her face with her
hands while being consoled by an elderly woman.  The

effect of such a tragedy on a whole community is shown
with children clinging to their mother’s skirts in the
background, giving an idea of all the dependants affected
by such a loss.

Children were a major subject for Langley’s art, and he
created many portraits of the local fishermen’s children.
In his watercolour painting ‘The Orphan’ (1889), he
reflects the cruel reality that some children become
orphaned as a result of the harsh nature of their
parents’ lives.  His own wife Clara, mother of their four
children, died of a stroke in 1895, which makes his oil
painting ‘Motherless’ (1895) even more poignant.  In
1897 Langley remarried a local girl, Ethel Pengelly.  Up
until this point he had mainly painted in watercolour
which was not perceived to be as serious a technique
as oil, but now that he was painting in oils he was finally
recognised as a serious artist.

Frank Bramley RA (1857-1915) echoed Langley’s
message of the tragedy of loss at sea in his famous
picture ‘A Hopeless Dawn’ (1888).  It is a huge oil
painting of a young woman inside a Newlyn cottage,
prostrate with grief and being consoled by an older
woman, with a candle burning on the table and the
raging sea outside visible through the window.  ‘A
Hopeless Dawn’ was shown at the Royal Academy in
London and bought for the Nation, and is now in the
Tate Gallery collection.  It put Bramley and the ‘Newlyn
School’ of painters on the world art map.
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Awaiting the return of the fleet and the tragedy of loss.

‘In a Cornish Fishing Village - Departure of the Fleet for the North’
1886.  Watercolour by Walter Langley.  (© Penlee House Gallery &
Museum)

Above:
‘A Hopeless Dawn’ 1888.  Oil by Frank Bramley.  (© Tate Gallery)

Left:
‘Among the Missing - Scene in a Cornish Fishing Village’ 1884.  Watercolour by Walter Langley.  
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance)  Purchased with funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund,
the Art Fund, the V&A/MGC Purchase Grant Fund and the Friends of Penlee House.

‘The Orphan’ 1889.  Watercolour by Walter Langley. 
(© Private Collection)

‘Motherless’ 1895.  Oil by Walter Langley.  (© W.H.Lane)



In the days before sonar and fish-finders, an important
aspect of the fishermen’s life was to locate the shoals
of fish, usually pilchards or mackerel.  High ground was
chosen, or sometimes a tower, and fishermen would
look out to sea to spot evidence of a shoal, which could
be either a change in colour of the water or flocks of
birds feeding on the fish.  William Wainwright in his
watercolour ‘Mackerel in the Bay’ (1888) captures the
moment well.

The pilchard seine fishery was of huge importance to
all the fishing villages around Cornwall, and it relied on
a vast shoal of pilchards coming close inshore.  The
lookout, called a huer, would be stationed on a cliff-top,
and when a shoal was spotted, he would cry “hevva!
hevva!” to alert the townspeople.  The work of catching,
transporting and processing the fish provided work,
food and income for the whole community, so this was
an extremely important and exciting moment for
everyone. ‘Hevva! Hevva!’ (1889), a painting by Percy
Craft (1856-1934) shows the news about the shoal
being sighted being passed around the streets of St. Ives.
The crucial part of the operation was then to shoot the
400m seine net, carried on an oar-powered seine boat,
around the pilchard shoal to completely enclose it.  The
huer was responsible for this, and he would direct the
rowers by waving a pair of bushes.

To make a painting of the fishermen actually working
out at sea was the ultimate challenge for these artists.
Percy Craft, who was a great friend of the fishermen,

achieved this in his painting ‘Tucking a School of
Pilchards’ (1897) which was exhibited at the Royal
Academy in 1897.  This painting, now in Penlee House’s
collection, shows the seine net with cork floats, and
captures the process of using a tuck net, which was shot
inside the seine net to bring part of the catch to the
surface.  The painting also shows the fish being dipped
out of the water in baskets and transferred into dipper
boats, before being brought ashore.  The pilchards were
then taken to the pilchard cellars to be salted, pressed
and packed in barrels.

In the same year Falmouth based painter Charles
Napier Hemy (1841-1917) produced his painting
‘Pilchards’ (1897), which illustrated the same subject.
Hemy had taken 10 years to prepare his painting, with
sketches done from his floating studio, a converted
seine boat.  It was bought for the nation and is now in
the Tate’s collection.

The most famous artist to come to paint in Newlyn
was Stanhope Forbes RA (1857-1947).  Forbes was
born in Ireland and had studied in London at the Royal
Academy Schools before travelling to France to study
at Leo Bonnat’s atelier.  Forbes was a great admirer of
Lepage’s ethos of painting outdoors.  He was ambitious
and daring with his compositions, frequently making his
paintings focus on the centre of the action.  None more
so than in his painting ‘Off to the Fishing Grounds’
(1886), painted onboard a Cornish lugger heading out
to sea.
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‘Mackerel in the Bay’ 1884.  Watercolour by William
Wainwright.  (© Private collection)

‘Tucking a School of Pilchards’ 1897.  Oil on canvas by Percy Robert Craft.  
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance)

‘Hevva Hevva!’ 1887.  Oil on canvas by Percy Robert Craft. 
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance)

‘Pilchards’ 1897.  Oil by Charles Napier Hemy. 
(© Tate Gallery)

‘Off to the Fishing Grounds’ 1886.  Oil by Stanhope Forbes. 
(© Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool)
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Spotting the shoals and catching the fish.



One of the best known paintings by Stanhope Forbes
is ‘A Fish Sale on a Cornish Beach’ (1884).  Forbes
painted it outdoors, ‘en plein air’, and it took nearly a
year to paint because each time he had to wait for
overcast skies and low tide.  However he wrote telling
his mother he had chosen a good time since it was a
great year for fishing, with boats bringing in as many as
12,000 mackerel at a time, and “The salesman’s bell is
heard each minute, the beach is always crowded with
buyers.” His painting shows the West Cornwall luggers
on the horizon with their distinctive red sails, rowing
boats bringing the catch to shore, and the crowd on
the beach surrounding the seller with his bell.

Forbes and his models had to contend with the wind
and the rain, his easel and canvas got blown about and
one of his models fainted.  However he always paid his
models, and being from fishing families they appreciated
the extra income.  He also paid for his fish, paying nine
pence (4p) for the three huge skates and on another
occasion four shillings (20p) for a turbot for just one
hour.  Despite being highly praised by the critics when
it was shown at the Royal Academy in 1885, Forbes’
painting was seen as being too strongly influenced by
the French realists to be bought for the nation’s
collection.

The subject of the fish sales and Newlyn fishwives
collecting the catch on the beach was repeated by
other artists including Ralph Todd (1856-1932) with his
watercolour painting ‘Harvesters of the Sea’.  As well as
selling the fish for their income, the fishermen and
women would share the catch between families for
their own sustenance.  This also was often done on the
beach or the quayside as illustrated in a painting called
‘Sharing Fish’ (1891) by Thomas Cooper Gotch (1854-
1931).  A stranger passing by would be asked to be the
judge as to whether the catch was fairly distributed.

An arduous task for the women of the fishing
community was to hawk the catch around local villages.
They were known as jowsters, and carried baskets,
called cowals, on their backs.  They would carry up to
50kg, including at least 18kg of salt stored in pockets,
and they could visit up to nine villages in a day.  One of
Walter Langley’s most successful oil paintings was called
‘The Breadwinners’ (1896), showing three Newlyn
fishwives carrying the fully laden cowals off the beach.
The watercolour study for it is in Penlee’s collection.

Although some women artists were part of the Newlyn
colony, including Elizabeth Adela Forbes who married
Stanhope in 1889, St. Ives was seen as more of a centre
for female artists.  One of these was Gwendoline
Hopton (1866-1913) who painted here between 1900
and 1910.  It was unusual for women artists to depict
the fishing industry, but Miss Hopton’s painting of
‘Packing Fish, St. Ives Harbour’ is her interpretation of
another working role for women of packing the barrels
of fish.
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‘Fish Sale on a Cornish Beach’ 1885.  Oil by Stanhope Forbes. 
(© Plymouth City Museum & Art Gallery)

‘Harvesters of the Sea’.  Watercolour by Ralph Todd. 
(© Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro)

‘Sharing Fish’ 1891.  Watercolour by Thomas Cooper Gotch. 
(© Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro)

‘The Breadwinners’ 1896.  Watercolour by Walter Langley. 
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance)

‘Packing Fish, St. Ives’.  Oil on Canvas by Gwendoline Margaret Hopton.
(© Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance)
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Selling and distributing the catch.

Text by Catherine Wallace


