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Twentieth-century private collecting
Dr Philip Nelson’s acquisition of sculptures from the Kinnaird 
collection at Rossie Priory

Georgina Muskett

Dr Philip Nelson, who died in 1953, was an antiquary and collector who lived in Liverpool. One of the 
highlights of the collections of classical sculpture in the World Museum, part of National Museums 
Liverpool, is a group of statuettes and busts acquired by Nelson from the 12th Lord Kinnaird and formerly 
housed in Rossie Priory, near Perth in Scotland. Although Nelson bought only two sculptures from the 
first auction of sculptures from the Rossie Priory collection, held at Sotheby’s in London in December 
1948, it is apparent that he acquired several others, either directly from Lord Kinnaird or through dealers. 
Details of this process can be found in the archives of the World Museum and the Walker Art Gallery, 
also part of National Museums Liverpool, including hitherto unpublished letters, notebooks and invoices, 
reproduced here in an online appendix. The correspondence provides an insight into the formation of a 
private collection of ancient sculpture in the first half of the twentieth century, a period often overlooked 
in collecting scholarship.

The Antiquities collections of the World Museum in 
Liverpool, part of National Museums Liverpool, in-
cludes a group of over thirty ancient sculptures for-
merly owned by Dr Philip Nelson (1872–1953), a 
prominent antiquary and collector who lived in the 
city. The museum archive, which includes letters, 
notebooks and invoices relating to Nelson’s collection 
of classical and medieval antiquities, gives a unique 
insight into the formation of a private collection in the 
first half of the twentieth century.1

Nelson began collecting antiquities in 1897, fi-
nanced by a bequest from his father, and he continued 
adding to his collection throughout his life. However, 
these collecting activities increased from 1907, when 
he ceased practising as a medical doctor as a result of 
illness and injury.2

Nelson’s collecting interests were wide and varied. 
In addition to his collection of classical antiquities, 
including the sculptures that form the basis of this 
article, Nelson had a marked interest in coins, being 
a lecturer in numismatics at the then Institute of 
Archaeology (now Department of Archaeology, Classics 
and Egyptology) at the University of Liverpool from 

1904 to 1906, as well as honorary curator of numis-
matics at Liverpool Museum.3 It is apparent, however, 
that Nelson’s main interest was medieval antiquities. 
As early as 1913, Methuen & Co. published Nelson’s 
book Ancient Painted Glass in England, a topic that was 
the subject of his PhD dissertation, completed in 1930 
at the University of Liverpool.4

Letters in the archive of correspondence held in 
the Antiquities Department at the World Museum 
indicate that Nelson sought the professional 
opinion of distinguished scholars in the field of 
classical sculpture, including Eugénie Strong, be-
fore committing to buy items for his collection. Two 
letters from Strong, written in 1925 and 1932, are 
preserved at the World Museum; unfortunately, 
Nelson’s letters to Strong are not preserved in ei-
ther draft or ‘fair copy’ form, but their contents can 
be surmised from her replies. Both Strong’s letters 
are addressed from her flat at 35 Via Balbo in Rome, 
which she purchased in 1925 after she left the pos-
ition of assistant director at the British School in 
Rome.5 Neither letter, however, involves sculptures 
from Rossie Priory.6
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Nelson’s home for much of his life was at 
Beechwood, Calderstones, Liverpool 18, where he 
died on 17 February 1953. J. H. Iliffe, director of 
Liverpool Public Museums, received a letter dated 
17 March 1953 from Philip Corder, secretary of 
the Society of Antiquaries of London, advising him 
of Nelson’s death; Iliffe’s reply of 19 March 1953 
notes that Nelson was ‘most generous in loaning 
items to the museums for exhibition’. He also noted 
that Nelson’s widow was ‘in touch with Sotheby’s 
on the question of valuation’. Iliffe also observed 
that Nelson was for many years a member of the 
museum’s committee.7

Liverpool Museum, as it was then known, con-
ducted negotiations to purchase parts of Nelson’s col-
lection with his widow, Annie Elizabeth Nelson, née 
Court, known as Lily. Funding for the purchase was 
available from the government’s War Damage Fund, 
for which Liverpool Museum qualified as a result of 
air-raid damage it suffered in 1941. The records indi-
cate that the sum of £1,380 was paid to Mrs Nelson 
by the museum;8 the acquisition also included the 
archive associated with the collection.9 Of particular 
relevance is Mrs Nelson’s notebook, numbered 17, 
which lists the sculptures collected by her husband,10 
and the archive of correspondence kept by Nelson; 
unfortunately, there is no known photograph of him.11

Some of the letters in the archive in the Antiquities 
Department at the World Museum shed specific light 
on Nelson’s collecting methods, particularly corres-
pondence from October to November 1949 between 
Miss Elaine Tankard, keeper of archaeology and 
keeper in charge at Liverpool Museum, and D.E.L. 
Haynes from the Department of Greek and Roman 
Antiquities at the British Museum. Haynes had con-
tacted Miss Tankard in the hope of discovering the 
whereabouts of two bronze statuettes, which had at 
one time been in Nelson’s collection,12 and were the 
subject of an article he published in the Transactions of 
the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire.13 Miss 
Tankard advised Haynes that she did not ‘know the 
four statuettes’ in question, concluding that they had 
been re-sold.14 Perhaps the most telling sentence is 
‘The difficulty of tracing his dealings is complicated 
by the fact that he sometimes concealed his identity 
under other names.’15 Nevertheless, it is apparent 
that major museums worldwide include in their col-
lections objects once owned by Nelson, particularly 
items from the medieval period.16 The majority were 

acquired from Nelson’s estate following his death, but 
it is apparent that others – for example, a medieval 
carved ivory plaque – are known to have been dis-
posed of by Nelson during his lifetime.17

The present article focuses on Nelson’s acquisition 
of eleven sculptures18 from the collection of Kenneth 
Fitzgerald Kinnaird, 12th Lord Kinnaird, 3rd Baron 
Kinnaird, of Rossie Priory, near Perth, Scotland, the 
Kinnaird family seat.19 This is revealed through Nelson’s 
unpublished correspondence with Kinnaird from 
January to October 1949.20 The correspondence sheds 
light not only on Nelson’s methods of collecting, but also 
on the manner in which post-auction disposal of unsold 
items was conducted.21 All eleven of the sculptures dis-
cussed in this article, and listed in online Appendix 1, are 
now in the collections of the World Museum.

Information regarding arrangements for the move-
ment of sculpture is also detailed in the correspond-
ence. The company engaged by Nelson to pack and 
transport sculpture between Rossie Priory and his 
home in Liverpool was Pickfords, a specialist road-
transport company which had been nationalized in 
1945 and in the late 1940s operated a fleet of over 
5,000 vehicles.22 It is pertinent to bear in mind that 
the journey between Rossie Priory and Nelson’s home 
in south Liverpool is not inconsiderable, being a little 
over 450 miles, without the benefit of the present-
day motorway network. Although Nelson offered 
to arrange packing, handling and transport with 
Pickfords,23 costs are not known, as no correspond-
ence between Nelson and Pickfords is preserved in 
the Antiquities archive.

The correspondence relating to Nelson’s acquisi-
tion of sculptures from Rossie Priory falls into two 
main categories; letters from Kinnaird and drafts of 
letters sent by Nelson to Kinnaird, possibly retained 
as a record of his purchases. A feature of the draft let-
ters is Nelson’s use of abbreviations, such as ‘M.L.’ 
for ‘My Lord’. ‘S’ for ‘Sotheby’s’, ‘Y.S. for ‘Yours 
Sincerely’ and ‘R.P.’ for ‘Rossie Priory’ (Fig. 1),24 with 
only occasional gaps in the text where Nelson needed 
to check and insert reference numbers.25 Nelson in-
variably wrote the draft letters on the reverse of cor-
respondence he had received, including letters from 
companies which relate to his profession as a medical 
doctor,26 as well as correspondence that sheds light on 
his personal life. Examples include a draft written on  
the back of a letter from his tailor27 and another  
on the back of a notice of a meeting at the Society of 
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Antiquaries of London at Burlington House.28 All but 
one of Nelson’s draft letters to Kinnaird preserved in 
the Antiquities Department archive are dated, but as 
discussed further below, the contents of the one that 
carries no date suggest that it should have been num-
bered a little earlier in the sequence than it is.

It should be noted that Kinnaird’s replies occa-
sionally suggest that the archive of draft letters is not 
complete; either the drafts were not kept by Nelson 
or his wife, or the letters were written as ‘fair copies’ 
without the need for a draft. This is apparent in one 
reference by Kinnaird to Nelson’s letter of 2 August 
1949 and ‘all the information’;29 no draft letter of this 
date survives in the archive. It is perhaps possible that 
the ‘information’ referred to included details of the 
sculptures formerly at Rossie Priory and acquired by 
Nelson, provided in response to Kinnaird’s request in 
the postscript to his letter of 18 June 1949: ‘It would 
interest me to know what you have from Rossie as it 
is nice to know they have a home.’30 Likewise, the ex-
istence of another letter from Nelson, referred to by 
Kinnaird, that is not found in the archive of drafts 
is implicit in Kinnaird’s reference to their ‘mutual 
friend . . . Elsie Green’,31 who is not mentioned by 
Nelson in any known previous correspondence.

Nelson’s purchases of sculpture from 
Rossie Priory

It is likely that the collection of ancient sculpture at 
Rossie Priory was originally acquired in Rome between 
1820 and 1825 by Charles, 8th Lord Kinnaird, and 
was displayed at Rossie Priory from 1826.32 Although 
the sculptures were included in Adolf Michaelis’s 
publication listing collections of classical sculpture in 
Britain,33 Michaelis never visited the priory, and the 
numbering of the classical sculpture in his book fol-
lows that of a publication of 1877 by George William 
Fox, 9th Lord Kinnaird.34

A sale of part of the Rossie Priory collection of 
sculpture was held at Sotheby’s in London on 21 
December 1948,35 and a further sale took place at 
the priory between 28 and 30 June 1949.36 The sale 
of the sculptures was plausibly a direct result of the 
partial demolition of Rossie Priory by the 12th Lord 
Kinnaird, who removed part of the south front of the 
property,37 an event referred to in his letter to Nelson 
dated 26 July 1949, in which he wrote: ‘We are pulling 
down part of this house and moving pictures and 
statues into reduced rooms.’38

Nelson’s own records indicate that he purchased 
only two lots of marble sculptures direct from the sale 
at Sotheby’s in 1948. The first was lot 203, described in 
the auction catalogue as ‘A marble figure of Narcissus 
. . . the restorations are said to be by Canova’,39 and, at 
3 feet 6 inches tall, less than life-size (Fig. 2). Nelson’s 
annotated catalogue indicates that the sale price was 
£30. The second was lot 210, consisting of two sculp-
tures,40 for which he paid a total of £6. The first item 
in the lot was ‘A marble bust of a goddess’ which had 
been described by Michaelis, following Kinnaird, as 
possibly a Muse.41 The other was a ‘double-faced bust 
of a bearded-man and a girl’.42

The first correspondence between Nelson and 
the 12th Lord Kinnaird was apparently initi-
ated by Nelson following the sale at Sotheby’s on 
21 December 1948. Nelson wrote to Kinnaird on 
16 January 1949,43 explaining that he had bought 
‘several bronzes and marbles’ from the sale at 
Sotheby’s.44 Nelson asked Kinnaird whether it 
would be possible either to purchase a copy of the 
‘Cat. Of Art Objects’ [sic] or to borrow the publi-
cation – presumably the 9th Lord Kinnaird’s Notes 
and Reminiscences of 187745 – indicating that he was 
eager to acquire further information regarding the 

Fig. 1. Draft letter from Nelson to Kinnaird, 27 June 1949. 
Antiquities Archive, nml [wm]. Image courtesy National 
Museums Liverpool (World Museum).
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provenance of the sculptures he had purchased at 
the sale, even though they had been included in 
Michaelis’s publication. The Antiquities archive in-
cludes no direct reply to this enquiry, although it is 
clear from the next letter from Kinnaird, dated 17 
June 1949,46 that the two men were by now on good 
terms. Here Kinnaird advised Nelson that a further 
sale of sculpture – in this case, marble busts – would 
be taking place at Rossie Priory from 28 to 30 June; 
he enclosed both a copy of the sale catalogue and 
photographs of several sculptures, offering to re-
serve any busts that Nelson would wish to purchase. 
The numbering of the sculptures follows the 1877 
catalogue, as used by Michaelis.47

Nelson replied promptly to Kinnaird on 20 June 
1949,48 asking to purchase seven busts in advance 
of the sale; the next seven letters preserved in the 
archive49 concern the eventual acquisition of three of 

them, described by Michaelis as depicting ‘the young 
Dionysus’ (now referred to as a head of Bacchus) 
(Fig. 3), Aphrodite, and a female wearing a cap, pos-
sibly Persephone.50 The other four busts represented 
a young man, a young boy (possibly Diadumenianus, 
son of Emperor Macrinus), Marcus Aurelius ‘when 
young’ and Alexander Severus.51 It is apparent that 
Nelson had not conclusively decided to purchase all 
seven busts, since he requested prices for them, both 
individually and as a group. It is also noticeable that, 
as Kinnaird had not enclosed a photograph of the bust 
of Aphrodite, Nelson was keen to check its condi-
tion, asking ‘Is the right hand side of the head new?’52 
Indeed, Nelson did not wait for Kinnaird’s reply, as 
later on the same day he wrote: ‘Further to my letter 
of this morning’,53 advising Kinnaird that he had 
decided to buy only three busts, those of Dionysos, 
Aphrodite (despite his reservations regarding its con-
dition) and the female wearing a cap.54 Nelson also 
enquired about a male head made from a type of dis-
tinctive red-coloured marble known as rosso antico, 

Fig. 2. Statue of young male athlete, conventionally known as 
Narkissos, Roman Imperial, marble. nml [wm], inv. no. 53.115.11. 
Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool (World Museum).

Fig. 3. Head of Bacchus, Roman Imperial, marble. nml [wm], 
inv. no. 53.115.16. Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool 
(World Museum).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jhc/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jhc/fhad027/7258620 by guest on 22 Septem

ber 2023



Page 5 of 11

T H E  S C U L P T U R E  C O L L E C T I O N  O F  D R  P H I L I P  N E L S O N

which is now identified as the lower part of a small 
terminal bust of the bearded Dionysos (Fig. 4).55

One of the letters includes evidence of Kinnaird’s 
involvement with his local community. In his reply 
of 22 June 1949, he informs Nelson that he is ‘in the 
middle of Highland Show and Perth Pageant’.56 In 
1949, Kinnaird, in his capacity as Lord Lieutenant 
of the County of Perth, was patron of the Perth 
Historical Pageant, which took place from 23 to 25 
June 1949; he conducted the opening ceremony57 on 
the day after he wrote his letter to Nelson. In that 
same letter,58 Kinnaird suggests that Nelson make 
him an offer for the three busts, adding that the right-
hand side of the bust of Aphrodite is ‘not new’, so pre-
sumably original. Kinnaird further suggests that he is 
keen to dispose of all three busts, stating: ‘It would be 
nice to keep them together.’ Kinnaird did not wish to 
commit to a price for the rosso antico head, saying he 
would ‘write again’ about it.

Nelson’s eagerness to augment his sculpture col-
lection by taking advantage of negotiations direct 
with Lord Kinnaird in advance of the sale at Rossie 
Priory is evident from his reply sent on 23 June 
1949,59 offering to purchase the four pieces of sculp-
ture direct from Lord Kinnaird, paying £10 for each 

item, which, as he observed, was considerably more 
than the prices realized at the Sotheby’s sale.

Kinnaird replied to Nelson’s letter two days later, 
on 25 June 1949,60 though he appears to ignore 
Nelson’s query regarding the possibility of his having 
any ‘antique cameos or bronzes’ available to pur-
chase. Although not specifically requested by Nelson, 
Kinnaird includes the dimensions of all four of the 
sculptures on the reverse of his letter.

An interesting example of Nelson’s use of old cor-
respondence for his draft letters is found on his reply 
of 27 June 1949,61 which is written on the reverse of 
a letter from T. A. Strettell of 32 North John Street, 
Liverpool 2, tailors, offering to make Nelson a ‘spring 
suit’.62 Nelson’s letter suggests that he paid promptly 
for the four sculptures, enclosing a cheque for £40, 
receipt of which was acknowledged by Kinnaird the 
following day.63 However, Kinnaird replied that he 
could not locate the rosso antico fragment, so accord-
ingly enclosed a cheque for £10, returning the pay-
ment Nelson had made for that piece. He did, though, 
make a gift to Nelson of a ‘small head as I thought 
it might interest you’. This is a reference to a head 
resembling Laocoön (Fig. 5).64 Kinnaird added that 
Nelson’s instincts about the supposed antiquity of 
sculptures he had rejected were correct, adding: ‘You 
were right not to take 32 and 33. Poulsen notes “head 
modern”.’65 It is worth noting that Kinnaird makes 
reference to the assessment of Frederik Poulsen, the 
noted Danish archaeologist and director of the Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptothek in Copenhagen, who was fa-
miliar with UK collections, on which he had pub-
lished Greek and Roman Portraits in English Country 
Houses (1923).

This long letter of 28 June 1949 also indicates 
that Kinnaird was making suggestions for sculp-
tures that could be of interest to Nelson, namely a 
bust of the Empress ‘Otacilia Severa’, now identi-
fied as Tranquillina (Fig. 6),66 noting that ‘replicas’ 
were in the collections of the British Museum67 and 
Ny Carlsberg Glyptothek.68 The same letter intro-
duces discussion of a sculpture described as the 
‘head of a young barbarian’, which was clearly much 
admired by Kinnaird, who proudly states: ‘Poulsen 
described it as follows: “The jewel of the collection. 
Head of a young barbarian of the time of Hadrian. 
Well preserved and of expressive appearance”.’69 It 
is, however, interesting to observe that the descrip-
tion of Michaelis is much less specific: ‘Life-sized 

Fig. 4. Lower part of small terminal bust of the bearded 
Dionysos, Roman Imperial, rosso antico marble. nml [wm], inv. no. 
53.115.10. Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool (World 
Museum).
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head, attributed without sufficient reason to Lucius 
Verus.’70 Nelson was clearly impressed not only by 
the comments of such a leading figure as Poulsen, 
but also by the photograph sent by Kinnaird, for he 
replied on 30 June 194971 that he wished to purchase 
the head of the ‘barbarian’. Kinnaird’s reply was 
much slower to arrive than his previous correspond-
ence. This may be because the owner of the head was 
Kinnaird’s son, as indicated by Kinnaird’s statement 
in a previous letter: ‘My son bought it in [sic].’72 It 
is not clear, however, whether the letter refers to 
the elder son, Graham Charles Kinnaird, later 13th 
Lord Kinnaird, or the younger, Kenneth George 
Kinnaird. It appears that not only was Kinnaird’s 
son unwilling to ‘agree to sell it at a reasonable price’, 
as his father had suggested,73 but was also apparently 
very unhappy at his father’s actions. Kinnaird’s ra-
ther curt statement to Nelson is ‘No. 26, Barbarian 
head, we are not selling.’74

To complicate matters, the archive includes two 
letters marked ‘10’, one undated and the other dated 

6 July 1949. In the undated Letter 10 in the archive, 
Nelson asks Kinnaird ‘what sum would be accepted’ 
for the ‘Barbarian head’ and offering to pay incidental 
expenses, ‘carriage, etc.’, but in his letter of 30 June 
194975 – Letter 8 – Nelson had already offered the 
sum of £23 for the ‘Barbarian head’ and ‘Otacilia 
Severa’. A further letter from Nelson to Kinnaird 
also marked ‘10’, sent on 6 July 1949,76 repeats the 
offer of £23 for the two heads, further offering £18 
for the ‘Barbarian’ alone; as Kinnaird’s letter of 11 
July 1949 indicates, that proposal crossed in the post 
with Kinnaird’s brusque withdrawal of the ‘Barbarian 
head’ from the market, also sent on 6 July.77 This sug-
gests that the undated draft letter from Nelson, Letter 
10, should be identified as a letter sent to Kinnaird be-
tween 28 and 30 June 1949, and accordingly that it is 
incorrectly numbered in the sequence; less plausibly, 
if it were correctly sequenced, it might indicate that 

Fig. 5. Head of Laocoön, Roman Imperial, marble. nml [wm], 
inv. no. 53.115.19. Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool 
(World Museum). Fig. 6. Head of the empress Tranquillina (formerly identified 

as Oticilia Severa), third century ad, marble. nml [wm], inv. no. 
53.115.13. Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool (World 
Museum).
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Nelson simply failed to take account of Kinnaird’s 
son’s unwillingness to sell the ‘Barbarian head’.

Leaving that aside, perhaps the most interesting as-
pect of Letter 9 is Kinnaird’s admission: ‘I regret I 
gave you a wrong description in my last letter’ in re-
spect of the bust he had identified as Otacilia Severa.78 
Nelson had perhaps suspected this, as he had earlier 
queried the lot number of this bust in the catalogue of 
the sale at Sotheby’s on 21 December 1948, as the lot 
in which the Otacilia Severa bust featured consisted 
of two items.79 However, as noted later, Nelson subse-
quently acquired the bust of Otacilia Severa from the 
dealer who had purchased it and its companion at the 
Sotheby’s sale.

Kinnaird was very keen to sell a relief head of 
Caligula, emphasizing its availability on three occa-
sions, although Nelson decided not to purchase it.80 
But in the letter in which he rejected the relief he ex-
pressed interest in the female head that Kinnaird had 
confused with Otacilia Severa, requesting a ‘rough 
sketch’ since it had not been catalogued or photo-
graphed.81 Kinnaird was eager to dispose of this head, 
as he offered to send it to Nelson ‘on approval’.82 

It is also apparent that Nelson had not given up hope 
of acquiring the ‘Barbarian head’, repeating his offer of 
£18, though Kinnaird was adamant that it was not avail-
able, reporting that his family was ‘anxious to keep the 
head’.83 It should be noted that Kinnaird did not totally 
dash Nelson’s hopes of acquiring the ‘Barbarian head’, 
adding later in the same letter that the reduction in ac-
commodation at Rossie Priory owing to the structural 
changes carried out there could lead to a sale: ‘If they 
find they cannot get a home for it, I will let you know.’84 
However, around two weeks later, Kinnaird confirms 
that ‘The family want to keep the Barbarian’,85 per-
haps indicating that Nelson was so eager to acquire the 
‘Barbarian head’ that he had sent at least two further 
letters to Kinnaird during this period which have not 
been preserved in draft form in the Antiquities archive; 
one was a letter written on 2 August 1949, referred to 
by Kinnaird in Letter 18.86 Even as late as 27 October 
of that year,87 Nelson was still eager to acquire not only 
the ‘Barbarian head’ but also the head of a boy88 which 
he had enquired about earlier,89 if the family found that 
these pieces could not be accommodated in the reduced 
space available at Rossie Priory. Nelson goes so far as to 
offer Kinnaird £50, along with packing and carriage, 
for the two heads. There is no record in the archive of 
Kinnaird’s reply, if any, and there is no evidence that 

Nelson ever acquired the pieces; they do not feature 
in the collection of sculpture acquired by Liverpool 
Museum in 1953 and listed in online Appendix 1. 
The ‘head of a boy’ was not sold by descendants of the 
Kinnaird family until 2015, when it was purchased by 
Charles Ede Ltd. of London, and subsequently sold in 
2019 to the Saint Louis Art Museum.90 Unfortunately, 
I have not been able to trace the current location of the 
‘barbarian head’.

Transport of sculpture acquired by Nelson 
in 1949

The letters in the archive also shed light on arrange-
ments for the transport of sculpture in Britain in the 
late 1940s. Although Nelson had advised Kinnaird on 
27 June 1949 in relation to four heads, for which he 
was ‘arranging with Pickfords for their packing etc’,91 
the firm did not arrive at Rossie Priory until 21 July 
1949,92 over three weeks later, despite Nelson having 
telephoned them to ‘hurry things up’.93 Kinnaird was 
clearly surprised to learn that ‘the man in charge’ of 
the Pickfords transport had advised Nelson that it was 
not customary to provide a receipt for goods on col-
lection, and he expressed a hope that the sculptures 
were not damaged in transit.94

A further aspect of the transport of small, indi-
vidual sculptures is revealed by correspondence 
between Kinnaird and Nelson95 regarding the frag-
ment of rosso antico marble depicting Dionysos,96 
which Kinnaird had initially been unable to locate.97 
Kinnaird wrote that he had discovered the rosso 
antico fragment while in the process of reviewing 
his collection of Roman mosaics.98 Pickfords had 
visited Rossie Priory the previous day, and a tele-
phone call revealed that the sculptures bought 
by Nelson had already left on their long journey 
to Liverpool. As Kinnaird observed, the frag-
ment weighed ‘considerably under 15lbs’99 and he 
offered to send it to Nelson either by Pickfords or 
by parcel post. Furthermore, Kinnaird offered to 
use a ‘local joiner’ to make a box for its transport.100 
Although Nelson asked Kinnaird to advise him of 
packing costs,101 presumably in order to reimburse 
him, there is no reference to the cost of making the 
packing case in Kinnaird’s letter to Nelson in which 
he informed him that the rosso antico fragment had 
now been posted.102
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In addition to Nelson’s direct negotiations with 
Kinnaird, the archives indicate that, after the Sotheby’s 
sale in December 1948, he bought from dealers add-
itional sculptures that had been formerly in the Rossie 
Priory collection. These were a head of a youth, iden-
tified by Poulsen in his 1923 publication as ‘Alexander 
in the character of Apollo’ (Fig. 7),103 which was ini-
tially sold to J.J.E. Potter, an antiquities dealer based 
in Enfield, near London.104 Nelson’s records indicate 
that he had paid a premium to Potter to obtain this 
bust: whereas Potter had paid only £8 at the auction 
in December 1948, Nelson paid Potter £16 for it in 
August 1949. This may have occurred shortly after he 

wrote the missing letter of 2 August 1949 to Kinnaird, 
as on 23 August he writes that the Alexander bust ‘looks 
imposing in my hall’.105 Kinnaird, who had previously 
described it as ‘a delightful head’,106 was very pleased 
to hear this news as he wrote in reply that he ‘thought 
it one of the most attractive’.107 It is, however, worth 
noting that in his Notes and Reminiscences of 1877 the 
9th Lord Kinnaird had misidentified the gender of the 
individual portrayed, describing him as ‘Diana’.108

Another dealer, F. G. Powell of Brompton Road, 
London SW3, was involved in Nelson’s purchase of 
two female busts, one described at auction as depicting 
Oticilia Severa,109 the other described by Poulsen as a 
‘Roman Lady of Hadrian’s Age’.110 Nelson was aware 
that the busts had initially been purchased by Powell 
for £4 and was clearly not prepared to pay Powell’s 
asking price of £38 plus 30 shillings for packing and 
carriage.111 Nelson’s offer of £35 to include packing 
and carriage112 was accepted by F. G. Powell and the 
sale was completed in August 1949.113 As noted earlier, 
the bust of ‘Oticilia Severa’ was the source of a mis-
take on the part of Kinnaird, whose correspondence 
with Nelson suggests that he believed the bust had re-
mained unsold after the Sotheby’s sale of December 
1948 and had been returned to the family.114 However, 
Kinnaird subsequently discovered that there had been 
confusion with another female head and the bust was, 
after all, no longer in his possession.115

The archive contains further correspondence re-
lating to Nelson’s collection of classical sculpture, 
with the final documents dating from May 1951, al-
most two years before Nelson’s death. The last corres-
pondence with Kinnaird was in October 1949.116

Conclusion

The sculptures formerly in the Kinnaird collection 
and acquired by the National Museums Liverpool 
from Dr Philip Nelson form an attractive and varied 
group, knowledge and understanding of which is en-
hanced by the museum’s possession of the associated 
archive of correspondence held by the museum. This 
provides insights into the way in which private collec-
tions of ancient sculpture were formed in the first half 
of the twentieth century, a period often overlooked 
in collecting scholarship, together with the practical-
ities of handling and transporting sculpture. Above 
all, Nelson’s correspondence with the 12th Lord 

Fig. 7. Head of a young Apollo, sometimes identified as a portrait 
of Alexander the Great, eighteenth century, marble. nml [wm], inv. 
no. 53.115.3. Image courtesy National Museums Liverpool (World 
Museum).
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Kinnaird reveals the way in which a discerning and 
determined private collector conducted negotiations 
to augment his collection.

Supplementary material
Two online appendices are available at https://academic.oup.com/
jhc. Appendix 1 lists sculpture once in the collection at Rossie Priory 
owned by Philip Nelson and acquired by Liverpool Museum in 
1953; Appendix 2 reproduces extracts from correspondence between 
Philip Nelson and the 12th Lord Kinnaird, and between Nelson and 
F. G. Powell & Co., regarding sculpture from Rossie Priory. 
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