
                                        John Duncan: Work in relation to Celtic Art
After the collapse of the western empire of Rome any references to the word celt ’vanished for over a thousand years.[footnoteRef:1] There was however no evidence that the term Celtic had ever been used to describe the people of any nation until 1707 when Edward Lhuyd’s glossography showed that the languages of Bretton Scots Gaelic and Welsh were linked to the language of Gaul and decided to term these shared languages as ‘Celtic’.[footnoteRef:2] Since this time in addition to the term Celtic being used to describe the ancient, languages of these countries, Celtic has also been used in relation to labelling Bronze and Iron Age materials that have been discovered by archaeologists and also within the world of art and literature.[footnoteRef:3] [1: John Collis, The Celts Origins, Myths Inventions. (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing,2003) P196.]  [2:  Simon James and Valerie Rigby, The Making of the Celtic Iron Age, (London: British Museum Press,1997).]  [3:  Collis, p197.] 

Following Lhuyds important work and his invention of the term Celtic, the following years saw a ‘Celtic ‘revival take hold which had eventually arrived in Ireland. The Irish revival took shape when modern writers and artists looked to bring in the Celtic past through mythology and artistry into the modern era.[footnoteRef:4] Further to this several finds were made by archaeologists such as the Tara Brooch.[footnoteRef:5] Discoveries such as Tara had garnered popularity with the Victorians and saw companies such as Jewellers rallying to mass reproduce their own copies of this brooch.[footnoteRef:6].Other genres of the Irish revival included Language art and literature.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Celtic Revival’, National Galleries Scotland,(n.d),<https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/glossary-terms/celtic revival/>, [accessed 15/05/23].]  [5:  Frances Fowl, ‘The Celtic Revival in Britain and Ireland,’ Celts Art and Identity,’ Edited by Julia Farley and Fraser Hunter, (London: The British Museum Press ,2015) p244.]  [6:  Celtic Art and Identity, p244.]  [7:  Michael McAteer, Celtic and Irish Revival,(2015), Oxford Bibliographies, British and Irish Literature,  DOI.10.1093/obo/9780199846719-0025,https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/documents/obo-978019980199846719-0025.xml, [Accessed 20,05,23].] 

The Celtic revival was also present in Scotland. One significant individual was instrumental in galvanising this revival was Patrick Geddes, a social reformer, town planner and also one of the initiators of the Edinburgh social Union of 1884, which played an important part in encouraging the Celtic revival in Scotland.[footnoteRef:8]Geddes and his colleagues set about this achievement with several projects related to the Edinburgh Social union and via the formation of alliances of various artists.[footnoteRef:9]The Edinburgh Social Union set up a renewal programmes for regenerating parts of Edinburgh.[footnoteRef:10] Geddes did this by recruiting artists to design murals for several buildings to improve the areas[footnoteRef:11]. Geddes had also started a journal ‘The Evergreen’ which highlighted work from various artists including Duncan who produced several works for this journal.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  ‘Celtic Revival’(n.d),National Galleries Scotland,https://nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/glossary-terms/celtic-revival/>, [accessed 19/05/23]]  [9:  ‘Celtic Revival’ (n.d), National Galleries Scotland]  [10:  Elaine MacGillivray, ’Patrick Geddes and the Environment in Equilibrium’, (29/08/21), Evergreen, https://libraryblogs.is.ed.ac.uk/patrickgeddes/, [accessed 29/04/23].]  [11:  Elaine MacGillivray, ’Patrick Geddes and the Environment in Equilibrium.’]  [12: Joanne Morley-Hill, ‘John Duncan’,(01-28/07/15),Dundee University Review of the Arts, <https://dura-dundee.org.uk/2016,07,15/john-duncan/>,[accessed 11/05/23] ] 

John Duncan was to become a major figure within the revival of art in Scotland.[footnoteRef:13]Born and educated in Dundee he studied art both here and later in Dusseldorf.[footnoteRef:14]Duncan had a love of the legend and mythology and used it throughout his work.[footnoteRef:15] Riders of the Sidhe is one such example where Duncan uses his love of the ‘Celtic’ past. Duncan who was also inspired by the folklore of the medieval era and the findings of artifacts was able to amalgamate all these elements and incorporate it in his mural.[footnoteRef:16] Duncan with this work has portrayed the story of four of the Goddesses and Gods that formed the Tuatha De Danann who were part of the Celtic mythological cycle within Irish folklore.[footnoteRef:17] We can see that in Riders of the Sidhe that Duncan has used this theme as inspiration for his mural. Duncan in this painting illustrated the image of the Tuatha De Danann, mythological Ireland’s fairy folk journeying out on horseback for the May celebration of Beltane.[footnoteRef:18] Of the four horses featured Duncan has decorated three of them with pony caps, paying homage to the ancient past as tribes revered their horses and would decorate them by adorning them with caps.[footnoteRef:19] Duncan has designed these in a similar style to the 300bc to 100bc cap found at Torrs in Scotland in 1812.[footnoteRef:20]In replicating this style he had brought the ancient Celtic art together with the modern art style of his time.[footnoteRef:21]The caps in this work shows the swirls that we see within the original caps found at Torrs.[footnoteRef:22] Duncan’s skill as an artist here also gives an almost three dimensional effect to the pattern on the cap that is reminiscent of the ancient style of artwork on the Torrs cap. The horses are also draped in decorated saddle cloths and other elaborate adornments, and jewels. This mural by Duncan sees him use striking colours which demonstrate his knowledge of the reds, blues and golds throughout the medieval centuries as in choosing to use these colours for the mural Duncan may have taken inspiration via the illuminated manuscripts of this period such as the Book of Kells as these colours were often used in manuscripts.[footnoteRef:23] The gold being significant due to the use of gold leaf popularity in relation to the illumination of the manuscripts and also the use of it within decoration for books in fourteenth century Italy and throughout Europe in the same century.[footnoteRef:24] The manuscripts had also influenced some of the other artists of the Scottish revival period such as Phoebe Tarquiar for whom the book of Kells had been so influential in her work that she later went on to personally illuminate manuscripts, she had also been part of Geddes’s Edinburgh Social Union[footnoteRef:25] Tarquair was an important individual in the Scottish revival period alongside Duncan.[footnoteRef:26] Therefore, it would seem that he too would of used manuscripts to inspire him as the gold colour he used creates an illusion of iridescence to the scene especially with the way he has done this on the weaponry of the riders and the horses caps and shoes. [13:  ‘John Duncan’, National Galleries Scotland, (n.d),<https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/john-duncan>, [accessed 10/05/23].]  [14: ‘ John Duncan (1866-1945),Museum Services, University of Dundee,< https://app.dundee.ac.uk/museum/exhibitions/fineart/duncan/index.html>,[accessed 11/05/23].]  [15:  ‘The Artist and the Thinker’, John Duncan and Patrick Geddes in Dundee, University of Dundee, < https://app.dundee.ac.uk/museum/exhibitions/geddes/index.html>, [accessed 11/05/23].]  [16:  Fowl Frances, The Celtic Revival Celtic Art and Identity, Edited by Julia Farley and Fraser Hunter, London: The British Museum Press 2015)
]  [17:  Dave Donnelly, ‘The Tuatha De Danann Invades Ireland’,(02’03/20),Your Irish Culture, https://www.yourirish.com/folklore/the-tuatha-de-danann-invades-ireland>, [ accessed 13/05/23].]  [18:  Frances Fowl Celtic Art and Identity]  [19:  ‘Torrs Pony Cap’, (n.d),Scottish History and Archaeology, National Museum Scotland< https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/scottish-history-and-archaeology/torrs-pony-cap/>, [Accessed 15/05/23].]  [20: Dr Fraser Hunter, ‘Celtic art: On the Trail of a Pony Cap’,(27/08/16),National Museum Scotland,<https:// https://blog.nms.ac.uk/2016/08/27/chasing-celtic-art-on-the-trail-of-a-pony-cap/#:~:text=The%20Torrs%20pony%20cap.%20This%20is%20a%20find,man%20with%20an%20eye%20for%20a%20good%20story.>, [accessed 14/04/23].]  [21:  Murdo McDonald, Scottish Art, (London: Thames and Hudson 2021), n.p.]  [22:  ‘Torrs Pony Cap’, National Museums Scotland, <https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/scottish-history-and-archaeology/torrs-pony-cap/,>,[accessed11/05/23].]  [23:  Kathleen Doyle, Medieval England and France 700 – 1200,’How To Make A Medieval Manuscript’, The British Library,< https://www.bl.uk/medieval-english-french-manuscripts/articles/how-to-make-a-medieval-manuscript, [accessed 19/05/23].]  [24:  Lydia Figes, ‘A Brief History of Gold’,(10/12/19), Colour in Art,<https://artuk.org/discover/stories/colour-in-art-a-brief-history-of-gold,> [accessed  14/04/23].]  [25:  ‘Pheobe Anna Traquair’, (n.d), National Galleries Scotland, < https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/features/phoebe-anna-traquair>, [17/05/23]]  [26:  Tricia Allerston, ’Pheobe Anna Traquair’s murals at the Royal Hospital for Sick Children’, (08/03/21),Flemming Collection< https://www.flemingcollection.com/scottish_art_news/news-press/phoebe-anna-traquairs-murals-at-the-royal-hospital-for-sick-children> [accessed 18/05/23].] 

The riders in John Duncan’s work show four riders. The riders are form a selection of the Gods and Goddesses of the Tuatha De Danann who had a significant role in the folklore of Ireland with Gods such as Lugh.[footnoteRef:27]The Tuatha De Danann are thought in myth to be supernatural and although their home was in the otherworld, they could freely interact with the living world.[footnoteRef:28] Each one of these riders have in their possession symbols of great importance within Irish myth and legend. These items were the four treasures.’[footnoteRef:29]These four treasures being the Dagda’s cauldron, The stone of fal, Lugh’s lance and Nuada’s sword.[footnoteRef:30].All four of these items had their own individual power. Each rider in Duncan’s mural has with them one of the four treasures as they are riding out. One rider carries the Lance of Lugh which was said to be unable to be beaten and once it had been used would go back to whoever possessed it.[footnoteRef:31] Another of the riders carries with them a cauldron, this is thought to be the Cauldron of Dagda, who was the Tuatha de dennan’s main God, whose cauldron had the ability to continuously make food.[footnoteRef:32]A third rider holds the sword of Nuada which was said to emit a call after it was stood upon by a high king.[footnoteRef:33] The fourth rider possessed a spear that belonged to Lugh and would protect the bearer of it from death in war.[footnoteRef:34]Duncan has gone into fine detail in relation to the Celtic past in this mural, particularly his use of the Irish mythological as he has armed each rider with one of these four treasures in his mural. [27:  Keith O Hara, ‘Tuatha De Danann: The Story of Ireland’s Fiercest Tribe’,(04/01/23), Irish Road Trip,<https://www.theirishroadtrip.com/tuatha-de-dannan/>, [accessed 02/05/23].]  [28:  Keith O Hara, ‘Tuatha De Danann: The Story of Ireland’s Fiercest Tribe.’]  [29:  Keith O Hara, ‘Tuatha De Danann: The Story of Ireland’s Fiercest Tribe.’]  [30:  Charles Squire, Celtic Myth and Legend, (New York; Dover Publications Inc2003), pp. 71-72.]  [31:  Riley Winters, ‘Lugh of the Longarm: The Martial and Sovereign Reach of Lugh-Lama-Fada’,(30/07/16),<https:// https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends/lugh-long-arm-martial-and-sovereign-reach-lugh-lama-fada-006367>, [accessed 04/05/23].]  [32:  Charles Squire, Celtic Myth and Legend, (USA: DoverPublications,2003), (eBook), [accessed 11/05/23].]  [33:  ‘Incredible History of the Tuatha De Danann: Ireland’s Most Ancient Race,’ (06,03,23) Connolly Cove, < https://www.connollycove.com/, >, accessed 04’05/23].]  [34:  ‘Incredible History of the Tuatha De Danann: Ireland’s Most Ancient Race,’ (06,03,23) Connolly Cove.] 

In Riders of the Sidhe Duncan has also used a different medium than some of his other work. Here he had chosen to use tempera the egg based mix used in the past by counties such as Greece, China and Egypt in their artwork.[footnoteRef:35] Duncan used tempera for this work as a replacement for the oil he had used in his other works such as his 1887 painting The Glaive of Light.[footnoteRef:36] The use of this new material had the effect of creating more depth and brightness of colours to the mural especially seen in the gold, blue and red elements in this work ,he also went on to use this method in Saint Bride in 1913 where he brought into this work both the element of nature with the seal and the birds and the supernatural a similar context to Riders of the sidhe where mixed these elements with the modern art supernatural, nature again with birds and medieval.[footnoteRef:37] Duncan had noted the benefits of his use of tempera he had found oil was the easier material to work with.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia, ’Tempera Painting, Encyclopaedia Britannica, (16/10/15),https://wwwbritannica.com/art/tempera-painting, [accessed 20/05/23].]  [36:  Joanne Morley-Hill, ‘John Duncan’,(01-28/07/15),Dundee University Review of the Arts, <https://dura-dundee.org.uk/2016,07,15/john-duncan/>,[accessed 11/05/23]]  [37:  ‘“ St Bride” by John Duncan’(n.d), https://joyofmuseums.com/museums/united-kingdom-museums/edinburgh-museums/scottish-national-gallery/saint-bride-by-john-duncan/, [accessed 19/05/23].]  [38:  Joanne Morley-Hill, ‘John Duncan,’ (01-28/07/15). ] 

John Duncan is noted as one of the main figureheads in the Celtic Revival in Scotland.[footnoteRef:39] Duncan’s love for the Celtic past is markedly evident throughout his work where he consistently incorporated several themes that hark all the way back to the ancient people, painting into his work mythical people, objects and places throughout various times and places. Riders of the sidhe however is thought of as an Exceptional piece of work by Duncan[footnoteRef:40] This seen this with John Duncan’s detailed account of myth within this mural. In addition, the Tuatha De Danann Theme we can also see many odes by him to other forms of ancient Celtic artwork and of the artifacts from the Celtic past that he has incorporated into his work such as the Battersea shield[footnoteRef:41] discovered during Duncan’s lifetime. He has incorporated this into Riders of the Sidhe with one rider carries a shield that is almost identical in its shape and decoration to the iron age shields discovered in Britain. in Duncan’s work such as and the triskele swirls on the shield within the mural are also bear some similarity to the eighth Century County Westmeath, Ireland brooch.[footnoteRef:42] [39: Celtic Revival, National Galleries Scotland, <https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/glossary-terms/celtic-revival,[accessed 14’05’23].]  [40:  Anna Robertson, ‘John Duncan’s Riders of the Sidhe’,(01/12/22],< https://artuk.org/discover/stories/john-duncans-the-riders-of-the-sidhe>, [accessed 14/05/23].]  [41:  Anna Robertson, ‘John Duncan’s Riders of the Sidhe.’ [accessed 14/05/23].]  [42: Ruth and Vincent Megaw, Celtic Art, (London: Thames and Hudson 1989), P.249.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk137651700]The work of artists such as John Duncan has continued to influence throughout the Centuries and is thought to have been linked to the continuation of the Arts and Crafts movement which had been present in the revival period that had brought back handcrafts and made past designs better.[footnoteRef:43] Important people in this movement included England born art critic and writer John Ruskin[footnoteRef:44],and craftsman and designer William Morris.[footnoteRef:45]The artists of the revival such as John Duncan have also had a great affect on later styles that included art deco and art noveau.[footnoteRef:46]Today the theme of Celtic art is still popular although the designs have altered from the time of Duncan’s work as has the canvas as today we see Celtic symbols as art via items such as jewellery in an array of designs.[footnoteRef:47]We also see them painted on the skin with tattoos in the forms of crosses and knotwork inspired from the Celtic past by those of us who still want to feel a connection to our ancient ancestors just as artists like Duncan had been inspired to do. [43:  William Morris’, The William Morris Society, <https://williammorrissociety.org/about-william-morris/,[accessed 22/05/23].]  [44: ‘John Ruskin-his life,’ Brantwood,www.brantwood.org.uk/ruskin/, [accessed 20/05/23]]  [45: ‘Celtic Revival’, National Galleries Scotland, < https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/glossary-terms/celtic-revival>,[accessed 21/05/23]]  [46:  ‘Celtic Revival,’ National Galleries Scotland. [accessed 21/05/23].]  [47: J.Daniel, ‘Celtic Art Influence in Modern Art’,(15/01/15),WoodArt studio,<https://woodart.studio/2021/01/15/celtic-art-influence-in-modern-art/ ,>, [accessed 10/05/23].
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