
VLAHO BUKOVAC AND MY SEARCH FOR HIS PAINTINGS IN ENGLAND

It was in the late 1980s, after I had read the delightful autobiography by the painter Vlaho Bukovac,
1855 – 1922, published in Zagreb in 1918, that I realised that this important Croatian artist had 
found “home from home” in North Yorkshire, just as I had done in the small town of Bedale, my 
late husband's family home. Harrogate, where Samson Fox, 1838 – 1903, one of Vlaho's most 
important collectors in England lived, was only a matter of miles away from Bedale, a drive of less 
than an hour.

Harrogate was then, and still is today, a lively spa town, where people came to drink sulphur waters 
for their health, to spend a holiday, to enjoy themselves, to make friends, to see exhibitions and to 
go to the theatre. The famous Royal Pump Room, now a museum, was a place to meet. Samson 
Fox, the ancestor of the present day well known acting family, Edward, Robert, James, Emilia Fox, 
to mention just a few, was a self-made engineer and a clever business man, who had invented an 
important part for the engines of steamships and had thus become very wealthy himself. He had 
been elected three times the Mayor of Harrogate, never repeated since, owing to his good works and
generosity to many causes. His bust, by Prince Victor von Hohenlohe-Langenborg, still graces the 
corridors of the Royal College of Music in London. Fox had donated £45,000, a very large amount 
at the time, for the building of the College in 1894. Samson Fox lived in a splendid, large 18th 
century house in Harrogate, called Grove House, which he had redeveloped and improved in every 
way, including introducing the first gas lighting, and where he had built a special gallery to house 
his considerable collection. This is where Vlaho Bukovac spent many happy days and there is no 
better description of Grove House than in his autobiography, MOJ ZIVOT/MY LIFE.

Long ago, I visited Grove House, which still exists today in all its splendour, including the grounds,
and is owned by the Royal Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes and used as a retirement home.

I had discovered that the Harrogate Art Gallery, then still a part of the Harrogate Library building, 
had a portrait of Samson Fox by Bukovac. I contacted the then curator, Pat Clegg, and went to see 
it. Pat and I immediately struck a firm friendship and started to work. Pat introduced me to the 
writer and wonderful historian of life and times of Harrogate, George Newby, who was happy to 
meet me, tell me his stories about Samson Fox and Vlaho Bukovac and show me his rich archives. 
In 1971, George Newby had published an article in the Harrogate Advertiser entitled “MAYOR 
FOX, PATRON OF THE ARTS, POPS UP IN YUGOSLAVIA”, in which he quotes: “Gospodska 
customs at Grove House –  A Prince would be satisfied”, taken from “MY LIFE” by Vlaho 
Bukovac.  Mr Newby's big regret was that in the 1960s, when Vera Kružić Uchytil came to England
on an Attingham Trust Study Trip, who had contacted him previously and promised to come to see 
him, was unable to do so. Vera was in a group of scholars, they were in York, near Harrogate, 
however, it was just impossible for Vera to leave the group and visit Mr Newby. Vera and I talked 
about that  and she was sorry and disappointed that she never met this delightful and knowledgable 
gentleman. George Newby is no longer alive, but his important archive is in the safe hands of 
another Harrogate historian, Malcolm Neesam. In 1991 the Harrogate Art Gallery was renamed the 
Mercer Art Gallery and it was relocated to the refurbished Harrogate Promenade Rooms, one of the 
most famous spa buildings in town, and opened by Lord and Lady Harewood. It was just  half a 
century earlier that Lord Harewood's parents, The Earl of Harewood and HRH The Princess Royal, 
opened the original Harrogate Art Gallery.

Very soon afterwards, I met Samson's grandson, George F. Bagshawe, (letter “F” representing Fox),
the son of his daughter, Louise. Bukovac painted Samson Fox in 1890 and Louise in 1891. Both 
portraits were exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1891. Louise Bagshawe presented her father's portrait 
to the Harrogate Town Council in 1924 and this portrait still stands today in the Council's Assembly



Chamber. The portrait of Louise, his daughter, is still untraced. George F. Bagshawe was already of
an age by the time I met him and he lived with his wife south of York. I visited them on several 
occasions and much enjoyed his recollections. He pointed our, for example, that Samson Fox used 
to rent a house for the season in Cadogan Square, the square where I have now lived for a very long 
time. It was never clear what might have happened to his mother's portrait, but Mr Bagshawe did 
send to me a photograph of the portrait, in which Louise wears her wedding dress. His last words to 
me were that he thought that the portrait was  “somewhere in Brighton, rolled up in a drawer.” Vera
Kruzic Uchytil had also been in touch with Mr Bagshawe, but did not manage to meet him either.

I also contacted Edward Morris, the then curator of Fine Art at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.
The gallery owned the splendid full-size portrait of Laura LeDoux by Vlaho Bukovac. Laura was 
the wife of Richard LeDoux from Liverpool, another successful business man, a friend of Samson 
Fox and a collector, whose collection of paintings contained several by Bukovac, including La 
Grande Iza. There is substantial archival documentation on Vlaho Bukovac at the Walker Art 
Gallery. All paintings by Bukovac, once owned by Samson Fox and Richard LeDoux, as well as all 
other works by this artist ever recorded in this country, whether we know where they are now or are
still untraced, are fully discussed and listed by Alex Kidson in his chapter in this catalogue. 

With the help of Pat Clegg I tried to trace the Mitchell family from Bolton-on-Dearne, near 
Rotherham, friends of Samson Fox, who Bukovac had met during his stay in England. He painted 
several members of this family and all of these paintings are still untraced. Random search through 
the telephone book led me to a lovely person, Carol Mitchell, but a “wrong” Mitchell. Sadly, Carol 
is no longer alive, but she recalled the Mitchell family and kindly sent me a photograph of Bolton 
Hall. 

I was lucky to find the portrait of the Duchess of Albany, painted by Bukovac at her home, 
Claremont, in Esher. The portrait was shown at the Royal Academy in 1910. As a member of the 
royal family, my first port of call was to contact the curator of the Royal Collection, Mr Oliver 
Millar. I remember him well saying, “You must travel down the Rhine, from castle to castle until 
you find it”. It seemed difficult! Luckily, I remembered a school friend of my husband's, Richard 
Abell-Smith, who was related to the Duchess of Albany. I called Richard and was told that he knew 
nothing about this portrait. I called him again a year later when Richard recalled “a painting which 
some while ago my sister, Anne Grainger, had taken home from Kensington Palace”. I telephoned 
Anne Grainger, I could hear a lot of background children noise, and Anne said that she did indeed 
have a portrait of her grandmother, but did not know the name of the artist. She told me to wait, I 
heard her running up and down the stairs, and, breathless, Anne said, “Yes, it is by Vlaho 
Bukovac”. It was, as Anne Grainger said, her grandmother's favourite portrait. 

Then came 1991. My search for the works of Vlaho Bukovac in this country came to an abrupt end. 

In September 1991 my mother was with us on her annual visit to England, and also my sister, 
Ljerka Njers, a well known Croatian artist. I knew many people in the art world in England and I 
turned to them for help. Ljerka was asked by Chanel Four to make a plea on their popular  
programme, “Down to Earth”. When the journalists and producers at the television studio heard that
she was shortly to return to Croatia, as also my mother was determined to do, they could not believe
it. Some of them had just come back from Borovo Selo and witnessed what had happened there. 
The shelling of the dome of the cathedral of Sibenik on 18th September 1991 was still to happen, as 
was the destruction of Vukovar and the shelling of Dubrovnik. This is when the world jumped and I
have always maintained that we have to thank Dubrovnik for the worldwide attention that the plight
of Croatia finally received.

Years rolled by. I was extremely busy with The International Trust for Croatian Monuments, which,



with the financial and moral support of many English people in this country, has been able to 
prosper and be of benefit to many people and places in Croatia. 

It was through an art historian friend, Susan Morris, who had travelled to Croatia in 1993 and wrote 
an article, “WAR AND PEACE” for the ANTIQUE COLLECTOR, that in 2002 I met Alex 
Kidson. Alex had just opened an exhibition on George Romney, 1734 - 1802, at the National 
Portrait Gallery in London, which he had curated. The  exhibition was first shown at the Walker Art
Gallery and after the National Portrait Gallery it travelled to the Huntington Library, California. The
exhibition included a portrait by Romney of Charlotte Peirse, 1778 -1800, one of my husband's 
ancestors. Susan introduced us. At the time, Alex was the curator of British Art at the Walker Art 
Gallery in Liverpool and one of my first questions to him must have been about the portrait of 
Laura LeDoux held at the gallery. 

I will always be deeply grateful to Alex for devoting so much of his time and energy to Vlaho 
Bukovac. Vlaho Bukovac was on the website of the Walker Art Gallery for years, may still be now. 
It was not easy to persuade the authorities at the Walker Art Gallery to consider an exhibition 
devoted to a Croatian painter of whom little was known. Although the Walker Art Gallery had a 
painting by Bukovac in their collection, it had been in their storerooms and not exhibited for a very 
long time. The painting needed conservation work and that involved costs. However, Alex won the 
argument and the exhibition, “SEARCHING FOR BLAISE: VLAHO BUKOVAC (1855 – 1922)
AND HIS NORTHERN PATRONS” opened at the Walker Art Gallery in November 2005. It then
continued to the Mercer Art Gallery in Harrogate, January to March 2006, and was finally shown at 
Bonhams in London. The exhibitions in Liverpool and Harrogate were both opened by the then 
Croatian Ambssador, HE Mr Josko Paro. In preparation for the exhibitions,  Alex travelled to 
Croatia, trying to see for himself as many paintings by Bukovac as he could, visiting Zagreb, 
Cavtat, Tomislav Grad and Novi Sad, with the welcome support of the Walker Art Gallery.

An integral part of all these exhibitions was a collection of paintings by Vlaho Bukovac belonging 
to Sir Alexander and Lady Zorica Glen. Lady Zorica was a step granddaughter of the painter and all
these paintings were gifted, through the International Trust for Croatian Monuments, to the 
Bukovac Museum in Cavtat where they have been since 2006.

In the meantime, I was also working. A string of articles appeared in the press, before and after the 
opening of these exhibitions. In 2003, I had sent “Letters to the Editor” to several newspapers and 
art journals, searching for paintings by Bukovac, with the emphasis on The White Slave. The 
ANTIQUES TRADE GAZETTE published an article on 29 March 2003 under the title, 
“Desperately seeking paintings by Bukovac”. The HARROGATE ADVERTISER followed on 11 
April 2003 with the title, “Search is on for missing paintings”. In June 2003, the BURLINGTON 
MAGAZINE published an announcement, “Anyone with information on works by the Croatian 
painter Vlaho Bukovac......” with my name and contact details. THE ART NEWSPAPER also 
published a letter about my search, the details of which now escape me. As a result, we did have 
one person who contacted us and another portrait of Laura LeDoux was found.

More of my appeals searching for works by Vlaho Bukovac were published in this country in 2005 
leading to our exhibitions. Another in the ANTIQUES TRADE GAZETTE on 9 July 2005, with the
title, “Search for Croatian painting”, looking particularly for The White Slave. In July 2005 THE 
YORKSHIRE POST published “Help wanted in solving 93-year-old mystery”, on 19 May 2005 
THE COUNTRY LIFE published a long article with the title, “Do you know the whereabouts of 
Bukovac's The White Slave”.  THE EVENING STANDARD published an article “Wish you were 
here.....” on 8 July 2005.All these articles were accompanied by a photograph of The White Slave.
MUSEUMS JOURNAL also published my appeal in their July 2005 issue.



The exhibitions themselves were covered by local and national papers and art journals and. of 
course, by the press in Croatia. The Croatian Airlines in their Summer 2006 IN-FLIGHT magazine 
published an article, “Vlaho Bukovac on the pedestal of art”, sponsored by Bond Tours.

Spurred by these exhibitions in Liverpool, Harrogate and at Bonhams, several paintings by Bukovac
appeared on the market, achieving astonishing prices. No doubt that cross-cultural influences were 
at work.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank here at least some people who have helped me in all 
these efforts. First and foremost, Alex Kidson and the Walker Art Gallery, Jane Sellars, the current 
curator of the Mercer Art Gallery and the Mercer Gallery itself, and Pat Clegg, the then curator, 
who was my first point of contact. My thanks are also due to Caroline Oliphant and Bonhams in 
London. I would like to thank Malcolm Neesam, the historian of Harrogate, and also the librarians 
of the Harrogate Public Library who helped me a great deal initially. I would like to thank Edward 
Fox for his help and all suggestions and I would like to invite the heirs of Samson Fox and of 
Louise Bagshawe, and James French, the nephew of George F. Bagshawe, to come forward and tell 
us if they know anything about the present whereabouts of Louise Bagshawe. It would be so good 
to know that the painting is in safe hands.

Here, I also thank Jeremy Rex-Parkes, the then archivist at Christie's, for drawing my attention to 
the sale of one Bukovac painting, which used to be in the Samson Fox Collection and which now 
belongs to me.

I would also like to thank all the newspapers and art journals mentioned in this article for their 
kindness in publishing the articles about our quest.

My thanks are also due, of course, to THE KLOVICEVI DVORI Gallery in Zagreb and KUCA 
BUKOVAC in Cavtat for inviting me to take part in this exhibition. 

Hope springs eternal! Maybe by further efforts more paintings by our Vlaho will surface !

Jadranka Beresford-Peirse
Founder and Trustee
The International Trust for Croatian Monuments
www.croatianmonuments.org  
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