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Illustration by William Blacklock (mid-1800s) 

This sketch is the work of William Blacklock, created after he was 
admitted to the Crichton asylum in Dumfries. Blacklock was an 
established artist long before he was committed. His work had 
been praised by contemporaries, including J. M. W. Turner, and he 
had succeeded in gaining the patronage of William Gladstone. He had also exhibited at the 
Royal Academy and provided engravings for Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels.

By the mid-1850s, however, Blacklock’s artistic career became threatened by illness and 
his failing eyesight. He had contracted syphilis, which had a significant impact on both his 
physical and mental health. He shortly afterwards gave up his work and his brother, Thomas, 
consigned him to the Crichton institution.

Blacklock’s work was cited by two prominent contemporary physicians, the Crichton’s first 
medical superintendent, Dr W. A. F. Browne, and Dr Thomas Laycock. Both men used Black-
lock’s artwork to demonstrate their own theories around mental illness, Browne that art 
was key to therapeutics, Laycock that his sketches demonstrated a primitive regression in 
the patient. Interestingly, neither man gave any biographical information about Blacklock in 
their writing, not even his name. Not only were his personal life experiences not considered 
in the analysis of his works but the fact that he was an established artist, something which 
would inevitably have had an impact on his creative output when institutionalised, was not 
mentioned. Blacklock, in print, became an anonymous patient, an archetype.

Blacklock died at the Crichton in 1858 of general paralysis of the insane, another term for 
syphilis. However, his work has been preserved – artworks by Blacklock are housed in the 
British Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the National Gallery of Ireland. The 
illustrations shown here are part of our College’s collections.

Dr Daisy Cunynghame, Heritage Manager & Librarian, Royal College of Physicians of Ed-
inburgh. This sketch is held in the library of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh.

We are always looking for interesting and visually appealing images for the cover of 
the Journal and would welcome suggestions or pictures, which should be sent to  
Dr Allan Beveridge, British Journal of Psychiatry, 21 Prescot Street, London, E1 8BB, 
UK or bjp@rcpsych.ac.uk.
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