
SILVANUS THOMPSON

Lane, A.]. Muston, G. F. Owens,]. D. C. Peacock,]. H. Stokes, R. A.
Summerton, E. C. Walshaw, and E. A. N. Winship from the British Armed
Services, 3 serving members of the Royal Nepalese Army and 3 members of
a Gurkha regiment. They were supported by 6 other Gurkhas and 3 Sherpas.

The attempt on Nuptse was abandoned on 16 May after the deaths of
Owens, Summerton, Brister and Pasang.

Island Peak (6817 m) was climbed on 29 March by Owens, Brister and
Peacock.

Silvanus Thompson-Alpine painter
James Greig l

Many engineers and scientists have engaged in. Alpine climbing and walking as
a hobby and some few have combined with these activities the painting of
Alpine scenes. Of these Silvanus Philips Thompson was one of the most
interesting. Writing to his father in the summer of 1874 when, as a young
man of 23, he was making his first visit to the Continent, he described his
first view of the High Alps:

'What is that sharp unearthly streak of light that shoots up clear above the
clouds into the blue? It is the ]ungfrau-and now I see them-there they
are, clear out above the white piles of cumulus-the Aletschhorn, the Monch,
the Eiger-in fact the whole range of the Oberland-and then further to the
south the peaks of some unknown heights, the sharp flat top of the Monte
Rosa and then the Matterhorn.... Well, one of the dreams of my life has
been at last fulfilled. The snow peaks of the Alps are stamped into my mind
for ever.'

Thompson was at that time a junior master at Bootham School, York, where
his father was a senior master. He had graduated BA in the University of London
5 years earlier and he was preparing by private study to take in addition a first
degree in Science. The Thompsons were a quiet, cultured, Quaker family and
the young Silvanus had been carefully nurtured and encouraged early in the
study of nature and in the cultivation of his natural skill in drawing. Already
at school he had achieved a mischievous distinction in caricature.

On this first continental visit Thompson sketched extensively and probably
did some painting, but he did not attempt to paint the Alpine peaks which he
regarded as 'utterly unapproachable'. Thompson had built up from childhood
a substantial knowledge of botany and he had a deep appreciation of the beauty
of wild flowers. This enhanced, in no small degree, his enjoyment of his visits
to Switzerland. The blue of the Gentians and the rich red of the Alpenrose
featured in many of his sketches. In one of his lectures he remarked:

1 A biography of Silvanus P. Thompson by James Greig will be published shortly by the
Science Museum.
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43 atural ice arch on the glacier of Argentiere. This and next'photo: reproductions of
pail1tings by Silvanus Thompson by the Science Museum, London

'One's first sight of the fields of narcissi in the pastures around Lausanne
and Vevey-familiar as the I arcissus is to us as a garden plant-is almost
as exhilarating as the first glimpse of the Soldenella rearing its tiny bells
through the melting snows of the higher Alps'.

As Thompson progressed in his career-he became after 7 years at Bristol,
Principal of the Finsbury Technical College-his visits to the Alps became an
almost annual event. In 1883 Thompson and his wife spent 3 weeks in the
Oberland and there he made his first really successful sketches of glaciers and
snow peaks. They stayed for some days at a small hotel on the Grosse Scheidegg
and there they met several English artists-Sir Robert Collier, Colin B. Philip
and WaIter Severn. It is on record that he profited a great deal from talking with
these men and watching them at work. Some of his sketches of the Rosenlaui
glacier and of the peaks of the Wetterhorn were exhibited in the Dudley Gallery
in London in 1884.

It was in the summer of 1894 that Thompson began to work on a larger
scale. Based that year at Riffelalp he made studies of the Matterhorn in storm
and sunshine and of the Findeln and Gorner glaciers.

A man of deep sensibility, keen observation and exceptional powers of
application, Thompson found great satisfaction in cultivating his skill in the
representation of snow and ice. He began in 1910 to utilise the help of a guide
in exploring the crevasses and seracs of the glaciers in search of ice subjects and
in that year he produced glacier pictures of Saas Fee and Macugnaga. Staying
in 1911 at the Hotel Planet above Argentiere he made the acquaintance of the
English artist, George Flimwell, with whom he found much common interest,
for Flimwell was working on flower studies for a botanical book.

Thompson had become a member of the Royal Water Colour Society Art
Club and he had formed friendships with members of the Alpine Club whom
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he had met in Switzerland. As a result he began contributing to the Autumn
Exhibition of the Art Club and he was invited to exhibit at the winter show
held at the Alpine Club.

Thompson's painting ended abruptly with the outbreak of the First World
War which was, for him, not only a national but a personal tragedy. Perhaps
the best comment on Thompson's technique was made by Flimwell in a letter
to Mrs Thompson after Silvanus's death:

'As you know, Or Thompson was never happier than when painting ice;
neither ... was his work ever happier. Ice is, for painters, one of Nature's
problems and I have never met anyone who, with his brush, went more
truthfully to the heart of ice than did Or Thompson. His method was
simplicity itself, his technique broad and direct. By quick, simple washes
well calculated beforehand, he arrived at giving the body, substance and
texture of ice better than anyone else of my acquaintance.'

At the Alpine Club Autumn Show of 1911 Thompson exhibited 6 large
pictures, 2 painted on the Bossons glacier at Chamonix, 3 on the Argentiere
glacier and one of 'Twilight on Mont Blanc from Le Planet'. One of his 1913
glacier pictures was shown at the Royal Academy in 1915.

After Thompson's death in 1916 over 100 of his pictures and sketches were
exhibited at the Alpine Club; from the exhibition 2 of his pictures were pur
chased for Bootham School, one of a natural ice arch on the Argentiere
glacier and the other of the 'Gorge of the Geissbach, Axalp'. He was a man of
great width of accompljshment, distinguished in science as a researcher and
teacher, biographer of Lord Kelvin, bibliophile, educational reformer and one
who both preached and practised the principles of his Quaker faith.
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