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The second week of June is traditionally when Derby Day falls, so it seems 
appropriate to celebrate the quintessential portrait of a thorough bred racehorse – 
foaled in1749 – “Whistlejacket”:  George Stubbs most famous work and named after 
a contemporary cold remedy containing gin and treacle. 

The painting was commissioned in 1762 by the 
owner Charles Watson Wentworth, second 
Marquess of Rockingham and briefly Prime Minister.  

Stubbs painted the picture approximately life size, 
and broke with convention by enhancing the image 
even further with the artful and unusual device of 
omitting a background – a much debated aspect of 
the painting, which baffled many of the artist’s 
contemporaries. 

Stubbs was born in 1724 in Liverpool, and began his 
career as a painter at 15 years of age, mentored by 
Lancashire painter and engraver Hamlet Winstanley. 

The association was short lived, and thereafter 
Stubbs became basically self- taught. 

He moved to York, found work as a portraitist, and studied human anatomy at 
York County Hospital, where he was employed by Dr. John Barton to illustrate his 
essay “Towards a New System of Midwifery”. He also made his own special study of 
equine anatomy, eventually spending some 18 months at an abattoir near Barton-on 
–Humber, where he devised a system of winders and pulleys to elevate the 
carcasses of dead horses into lifelike positions, however, ”Whistlejacket” was 
painted from life in his stable and outdoors.  

Indeed, at one such “sitting”, it is said that “Whistlejacket” caught sight of 
himself in the near finished portrait and tried to “fight and kick it”, treating it as a rival 
stallion. 

He was notoriously temperamental, difficult to manage, and was eventually 
retired to stud at 10 years old, having famously beaten the highly rated “Brutus” at 
York, winning his lordship £2000 guineas – approximately £130,000 in modern 
money: thus, his owner’s ambition to preserve an image of his pride and joy in oils. 

The aristocratic members of the newly launched Jockey Club soon realised 
that Stubbs was unsurpassed in his skill to paint their beloved thoroughbreds with a 
new and unique degree of realism. 

The racehorse was more of a status symbol in the 18th century than it is now. 
Breeding and keeping horses – Rockingham kept a string of 200 – was a noble 
pursuit which could also be justified as patriotic. In an age where the successful 



outcome of a war depended to a great extent on large divisions of cavalry, riding 
and hunting were regarded not only as entertainment, but as a means of training 
horses and young men for battle. 

“Whistlejacket” was beaten only four times during his racing career, and 
Stubbs has succeeded in his portrayal of a supreme equine athlete, paying precise 
attention to the details of the horse’s appearance. 

Minute blemishes, veins and the muscles flexing just below the surface of the 
skin are all visible and are reproduced with great care and realism, and were painted 
in this unusual form to emphasize a “supremely beautiful specimen of a pure bred 
Arabian horse at its finest”. 

There is normally a touch of controversy behind the paintings I select to write 
about, and this is no exception. 

Stubbs contemporaries were astonished that a single horse should command 
such a large canvas, and rumours quickly began to circulate. 

One explanation was that the commission should have initially involved three 
artists – Stubbs to paint the horse, a notable landscape artist would fill in the 
background, and a portraitist would add a mounted George 3rd, as a gift to the king. 

However, Rockingham had fallen out of favour at court and so ordered the work 
hung “uncompleted”. 

Another assumed reason for its “unfinished” appearance was that Rockingham 
was so impressed by the reaction of “Whistlejacket” on viewing himself in the 
portrait, that he decided that any embellishment would detract from its realism and 
ordered it hung without further decoration. 

Both stories are appealing, but the painting certainly looks just the way that 
Rockingham and Stubbs had planned from the start. 

The only thing that Rockingham seems to have loved as much as his horses 
was sculpture, and Stubbs has manged to convey the magnificence of a sculptural 
exhibit, in oils, half rearing, perfectly balanced, and poised as in a bronze statue. 

He has succeeded in giving expression to his patron’s two great loves by combining 
them in a single image. 

When Wentworth Woodhouse – Rockingham’s country pile - was remodelled, 
a 40 foot square “Whistlejacket” room was created in order to showcase the 
painting. 

In 1997 the portrait was acquired by the National Gallery for £11 million and is 
now displayed in the centre of room 34, framed by doorways at the end of a long 
corridor so that it can be seen through ten intervening rooms, from the Sainsbury 
Wing at the other end of the gallery. It is consistently among the top ten most 
popular National Gallery paintings. 

There is no clear evidence when “Whistlejacket” died, but it must have been before 
his owner’s death in 1782, as there is no mention of him in the records of the 
subsequent sale of stud. George Stubbs A.R.A. died in 1806 at the age of 81 and is 
buried in the graveyard of Marylebone Church. 

 

 



Painting Day 
 
Following her kind Invitation to the Society, Thursday 13th May saw a contingent of 
members descend upon the home of our treasurer Penny Murch, to paint and 
sketch in the grounds surrounding her cottage at Osberton Grange: and we were not 
disappointed as there was much to inspire. 

Penny and her husband, Simon, were the perfect hosts and allowed us the 
freedom of the woodland and walks in the vicinity. Our senses were bombarded by 
the aroma of recently felled pine, in direct contrast to the subtle fragrances provided 
by the array of flowers in the conservatory, the sighting of a roe deer (keeping a 
watchful eye on US), and the varied bird song – including a cuckoo! 

All this on a fine Spring morning in amongst the bluebells. We were doubly 
blessed as they only grow on lands fringing the Atlantic, and nowhere in such 
profusion as in the British Isles. In Scotland they are known as the Wild Hyacinth. 

After a couple of hours of artistic endeavour, we were treated to a light lunch 
of homemade soup and baking, observing social distancing in the garden, before 
making our way home after a most memorable and enjoyable visit. 
Many thanks to Penny and Simon. 
 
Treswell Art group 

 

Our member, Lynda Jones, is again starting her painting group on Thursday June 
3rd 10am – 12 noon at Treswell Village Hall where there is plenty of room for social 
distancing. Bring your own materials to work on a subject of your choice.  

Please bring your own drink. After June tea and coffee will be provided. 

Fee £20 for 10 sessions. 

If you are interested, please contact Lynda on 01777 872004 or 07488395982 

 
Workshop 
 
Clarborough Village hall 10th July 2021 
Max Neale will deliver a masterclass in using pastel to create art. 
The session will commence at 10am and finish at 3.30pm. 
Fees – Members £25    Non-members - £30 
 
On-line Exhibition 
 
Please submit your entry between 1st -10th June. 
Conditions of entry can be found on the attached document, and further information 
may be obtained by contacting Paul Straker (07852932137) or Andy Massey (01777 
706046) 

1. Please note that we are not initially imposing a limit on the number of entries 
each member wishes to make.  However, we may have to reduce numbers if 
the overall total becomes unwieldy.  In that case, we’ll take your first listed 
pictures, so please list your favourites first when you submit them! 



2. There is no entry fee for the submission of pictures, and neither is there any 
commission being taken by RAS.  Would-be buyers will be asked to e-mail 
Andy Massey, who will then contact the artist and give them the contact details 
of the potential buyer.  The artist can then arrange the sale and collection of 
the picture(s) with the buyer. This should maintain the privacy of the artists’ e-
mail details.” 

Mick 

 


