
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Edward Wilson, the Antarctic explorer, was the last of the great 

expedition artists. He was also a fine artist in his own right. He was 

born in Cheltenham and from an early age liked to draw. His father 

noted that ‘he never tires of drawing … soldiers, funny little figures 

full of action and all his own, for he disdains the idea of copying 

anything’. His mother bought him his first and only formal drawing 

lessons when he was still a young child. Remarkably his only other 

training was through art classes at Cheltenham College. He yearned 

for further training for many years. 

The College taught excellent drawing skills. Many students would 

become army officers and surgeons, both professions requiring 

accurate recording skills. His father’s passion for nature also fuelled 

Wilson’s own interest in the natural world. In his view there was no 

substitute for observing birds and animals in their natural 

environment. He used to spend many hours on the hills around 

Cheltenham, particularly at The Crippetts in Leckhampton, just listening and looking. He said he 

felt so close to nature he could hear a bird’s heartbeat! 

Wilson wanted to depict animals and birds from life. 

However, the fashion at the time was for drawing from 

dead specimens. Wilson did initially do this, but as his 

skills developed he concentrated on portraying living 

creatures and plants. His scrapbooks, known as the 

Nature Notebooks, show this change in style very 

clearly. The skills he taught himself in Britain and later 

in Norway were to stand him in good stead when he 

was confronted with depicting the Antarctic. 

Most of this early work is in pencil and ink but as he 

developed his technique he used watercolours more. 

His colour sense was extraordinary, and seen at its 

finest in the images he painted in the Antarctic. Here the subtle changing colours of the skies are 
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Toy soldier, sketched 

when Wilson was five, 

1887. 

Bramble, drawn at The Crippetts, 27 

August 1896. 



Golden Boy by Maurice Juggins, 2005 

a challenge to capture but Wilson has left us with 

extraordinarily atmospheric scenes. The viewer is 

invited right into the landscape without having to 

experience sub-zero temperatures! 

Wilson had special strategies for working in the cold. He 

used pencils best suited to the conditions, only 

sketched for a few minutes at a time, usually in thick 

gloves to avoid getting frostbite, but his main tool was 

a well-developed colour memory. He honed this, 

developing his own special note system, when he was 

in Norway convalescing from tuberculosis. He had no 

idea then that he would be going to the Antarctic but 

his self-taught method proved invaluable. He could make a rough sketch with notes, then paint 

the final picture back in the expedition hut. 

Wilson was also practised in painting snow and ice.  After his time in Norway he went to Davos in 

Switzerland for a spell at a specialist sanatorium. Here he was frustrated by the prescribed regime 

than prevented him going outdoors so he whiled away some of the time by painting the different 

colours of snow he could see out of the window. He became interested in the blurring of colour 

boundaries in nature, delighting in finding colours that that people often said could not be there. 

He also read books by John Ruskin and St Francis of Assisi – both of whom had a profound 

influence on his thinking and his artwork. 

One thing Wilson would not willingly do was to sell his 

artwork, as he considered painting an almost spiritual 

experience. He was more than happy to record the 

Antarctic landscape for The British Antarctic Expedition 

(The Discovery 1901–1904) but found the subsequent 

fundraising exhibition at the Bruton Galleries in London 

very hard, as he was obliged to paint copies of his 

works. He preferred to see every drawing as a unique 

discovery. He never stopped sketching. He even 

recorded the scene at the South Pole in January 1913 

when Scott and his fellow men discovered Amundsen 

had reached it first! 

We hold many of Wilson’s pictures at the museum and aim to show them as often as possible. 

Many are shown on our website www.cheltenhammuseum.org.uk. 

 

  
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

To find out more about the collections held by the museum contact:  
Collections Team, The Wilson, Clarence Street, Cheltenham GL50 3JT 
 

Tel: 01242 387488 Email: collections@cheltenhamtrust.org.uk 

Visit our website: www.cheltenhammuseum.org.uk  

 

Pencil sketch showing colour notation, 

drawn in Norway. 

Looking West from Hut Point, 1911. 
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