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IntroductIon

The Edinburgh artist and eccentric John Sheriff may be a 
rather obscure figure today, but he was famous enough 
to be portrayed, in 1839, in Benjamin William Crombie’s 
collection of caricatures in his book Modern Athenians: 
Portraits of Eminent Persons in the Metropolis of Scotland.1 
Sheriff ’s habit of wearing ‘old-fashioned, quasi-military 
costume: brightly polished Hessian boots, green glasses, 
low-crowned hat and occasional peacock feathers’ 
provided plenty of material for Crombie’s teasing 
portrait (Figure 1). Crombie makes him look like an 
amiable eccentric, but Sheriff ’s significance goes beyond 
the details of his peculiar, funny and sad behaviour. His 
drawings and paintings came in two forms. One was his 
striking series of eerie portraits of many of the leading 
physicians, lawyers and clergymen of his era, many of 
which are held at the Edinburgh City Art Centre. The 
other set comprises the remarkable images in his 
lecture notebooks, drawn while sitting in on classes in 
the medical school at Edinburgh University in the 
1820s.2 There seem to have been abortive plans to 
publish his work in the 1890s, and there was an article 
in The Scots Magazine in the 1970s, but in general Sheriff 
has been largely forgotten.3 

According to an account of his eccentricities in the 1886 
book Old Edinburgh Pedlars, Beggars and Criminals, Sheriff 
(Figure 2) was born in Dumfriesshire in the 1770s. He 
appears to have suffered some kind of mental collapse 
after moving to Edinburgh and starting work in the Cess 
(Land Tax) Office, reportedly following disappointment 
in love, after which he became the subject of amusement, 
pity and charity for his contemporaries. One of Sheriff ’s 
supposed eccentricities was attending lectures, especially 
in medicine, at Edinburgh University between 1815 and 
1826, when he was already a generation older than the 

other students, one of which may have been Charles 
Darwin, who started his studies there in 1825. The 
author of Old Edinburgh Pedlars, Beggars and Criminals 
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Figure 1 John Sheriff depicted in Benjamin William 
Crombie’s Modern Athenians: Portraits of Eminent 
Personages in the Metropolis of Scotland (1839)
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provides a vivid description of Sheriff ’s educational 
obsession:

He was dubbed ‘Dr Syntax’ from a peculiar habit he 
had of attending lectures, of which, in the course of 
his existence, he must have heard a round thousand 
or two. It is impossible for him occasionally to avoid 
airing his scraps of chemistry or Latinity, and a good 
humoured request from one of a crowd as sufficient 
to set the Doctor off at race speed on his subjects 
to the delight and edification of an admiring auditory. 
Like other harmless beings of his class, the Doctor 
was a favourite with the populace, and his visits to 
class rooms and lecture halls was never resented by 
either lecturer or student.4

The nickname ‘Dr Syntax’ was taken from the protagonist 
in a series of books written by William Combe and 
illustrated by the caricaturist Thomas Rowlandson – The 
Tour of Dr Syntax, in Search of the Picturesque (1812), The 
Second Tour of Dr Syntax, in Search of Consolation (1820), 
The Third Tour of Dr Syntax, in Search of a Wife (1821).5 In 
a gently mocking style far removed from Rowlandson’s 
sometimes savage caricatures (let alone his erotic 
drawings in the George IV Collection at Windsor), the 
bookish curate and schoolmaster Dr Syntax is depicted 
travelling the country, having encounters with robbers, 
returning to his alma mater, Oxford, and visiting the Lake 
District in a manner akin to Don Quixote or Parson 
Adams from Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews. The way 
that Sheriff was identified as a Scottish Dr Syntax relates 
surely to the parallels between the Quixotic nature of 
the latter’s adventures and Sheriff ’s own eccentric and 
cerebral persona. Like Syntax, Sheriff could be seen 
walking ‘Fix’d in cogitation deep’, and he too seemed 
obsessed by books.6 Sheriff ’s seemingly compulsive 
learning echoes that of Dr Syntax, who at one point 
even dreams of books:

That I was in the Strand I dream’d,
And o’er my head methought there seem’d,
A flight of volumes in the air,
In various bindings gilt and fair:
Th’ unfolded leaves, expos’d to view,
Serv’d them as wings on which they flew,
Through the mid air they pass’d along
In stately flight, a num’rous throng.7

Along with education, it seems Sheriff ’s chief interest 
was Presbyterianism. He appears to have been a 
participant in the procession to Tanfield Hall during the 
1843 Great Disruption in the Church of Scotland. The 
first Moderator of the Free Church of Scotland, Thomas 
Chalmers, was one of the figures depicted in the City 
Art Centre’s Collection.8 Again, Old Edinburgh Pedlars, 
Beggars and Criminals is our best source for Sheriff ’s 
behaviour in this context. It reported that:

Sunday was his great day; attired in a most 
extraordinary costume if antiquated dandyism, but 

scrupulously clean, the Doctor was a prominent 
object in any Church he favoured with his visits. As 
he invariably conducted himself with the greatest 
decorum – if we except a rather hearty indulgence 
in that slender portion of the Presbyterian service in 
which laymen are permitted to share, viz., the singing 
– the Doctor was never disturbed except upon one 
occasion, when he favoured St George’s Church with 
a visit. His appearance was so extraordinary that, 
fearing a scene, the attendants requested him to 
withdraw. He strongly resented this as an insult, and 
no subsequent inducement could make him enter 
the Church door. He developed, however, an 
extraordinary interest in the welfare of St George’s 
congregation, who, invariably found the Doctor 
standing sentinel like against one of the large pillars. 
There he remained until the last of the congregation 
had departed, when he marched home along Prince’s 
Street with the air of a man who had done his duty.9

Although descriptions of Sheriff generally follow the 
clichés of amiable British eccentricity, they also make it 
clear that he was suffering from some form of mental 
illness. The discussion of his life and the images he 
produced reflected the medical theories of his time. In 
particular, all of the reports of Sheriff ’s mental state 
strongly emphasised the ‘moral’ (i.e. psychological) 
causes of his (supposed) illness, and no suggestion is 
made of physical causation, in line with much 
contemporary thinking. The disappointment in love that 

history
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Figure 2 John Sheriff (‘Dr Syntax’) - Self-Portrait 
(Edinburgh City Art Collection – 1978/267 (E) – Sol Box 14)

Dr Syntax’s view of Edinburgh medicine
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was believed to be the trigger of Sheriff ’s condition was 
widely believed to be a common psychological cause of 
madness. The leading French specialist in mental illness 
of Sheriff ’s day, Jean-Etienne Esquirol, included 25 cases 
of people losing their minds because of ‘disappointed 
affection’ in his ‘Table of Moral Causes’ in his 1838 book 
on mental maladies.10 Likewise, the Edinburgh specialist 
Alexander Morison wrote about the impact of the 
‘shock’ of disappointed love and its power to cause ‘the 
judgement’ to be ‘overwhelmed’.11 Sheriff ’s religious 
obsessions described above would also be easy to fit 
into the medical categories of his time. Esquirol, for 
example, discussed cases of religion as both a cause and 
symptom of monomania and melancholy.12 

Similarly, there was the sense that excessive reading of 
the kind that Sheriff appeared to indulge in was a 
potential cause or symptom of madness. The tradition of 
‘diseases of the learned’ went back to Antiquity, but 
during the 18th century it had been linked to the 
nervous system and to mental illness. For example, 
Tissot’s influential Essay on Diseases incident to Literary 
and Sedentary Persons (1769) gave a number of accounts 
of men driven crazy by reading Homer or Descartes.13 

Thereafter the connection between reading, nerves and 
madness became commonplace. The English writer 
Vicesimus Knox’s Essays Moral and Literary (1778) 
contained a discussion of the ‘Effects of Intemperate 
Study on the Health’, in which he recorded that he had 
seen ‘very melancholy instances of nervous diseases 
entirely occasioned by intemperance in study’.14 Esquirol 
noted cases of ‘clerks’ who ‘become insane’ because of 
their monotonous labour.15 In this regard, Sheriff ’s case 
of a clerk in a bureaucratic system seeming to lose his 
mind is strikingly reminiscent of the Diary of a Madman 
(1835) by his younger Russian contemporary Nicolai 
Gogol or Herman Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener (1853). 
The idea of obsessive study as a symptom of mental 
illness was also widely discussed, although it was also 
often treated as a whimsical joke, as in Thomas Frognall 
Dibdin’s Bibliomania (1809).16 Esquirol, to give just one 
contemporary example, recorded cases of excessive 
reading linked to persecution mania.17 

The history of medicine also becomes relevant in 
consideration of Sheriff ’s final days. The author of Old 
Edinburgh Pedlars, Beggars and Criminals describes a 
melancholy scene in which Sheriff, sceptical of physicians 
despite (or because of) his long study of medicine, 
refused treatment. ‘The Doctor fell ill at last, and his 
learning could not save him. The charitable people who 
had helped him so long procured medical assistance, but 
a dread of poison not uncommon among persons 
afflicted like him made their efforts to no avail. The 
Doctor obstinately refused to be physiced, and Edinburgh 
was deprived of one more of it famous characters’.18 His 
grave can still be seen in the F section of Edinburgh’s 
Warriston Cemetery. It bears the striking epitaph 

‘Erected by those who mourn the loss of Syntax’.

the PIctureS of dr SyntAx

The principal interest in Sheriff lies, however, not in 
his curious lifestyle and supposed symptoms of 
mental illness, but in his drawings and paintings. His 
talents were sometimes acknowledged during his 
lifetime, in part at least. An article on Sheriff ’s 
drawings of Walter Scott done during Scott’s last two 
sittings as Clerk of Session in 1830 stated that Sheriff 
was ‘recognized as having great aptitude in sketching 
the human face and figure’, despite his reputation of 
eccentricity. Although some of the drawings and 
paintings were, it suggested, ‘somewhat stiff and 
lacking in artistic beauty’, they were praised for their 
realism.19 The article goes on to suggest that he 
‘produced a very large number of sketches. Many of 
these, it is to be regretted, have been lost, but close 
on a thousand still remain’. In many ways Sheriff could 
be seen as the heir to the barber-cum-etcher John 
Kay, whose caricatures of leading Edinburgh medical 
men included Benjamin Bell, John Brown, Gregory 
Grant, Alexander Hamilton and Alexander Monro 
secundus between the 1780s and his death in 1826.20 
However, in terms of directness and sometimes 
macabre atmosphere, Sheriff ’s images perhaps have 
more in common with the calotypes of his Edinburgh 
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Figure 3 Lord Hope, President of the Court of Session 
(Edinburgh City Art Centre – 1978/264 (E) – Sol Box 12)
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contemporaries, the pioneering photographers David 
Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson.21 The fact that 
some of their subjects, such as Alexander Monro 
tertius, were the same adds to the sense of kinship.

At a time when mainstream Scottish art was arguably 
succumbing to a more sentimental style after the heights 
achieved with the likes of Allan Ramsay and Henry 
Raeburn, Sheriff ’s pictures, especially ones like the 
portrait of Charles Hope (Figure 3), sometimes offer 
images more reminiscent of the German Expressionism 
and Surrealism of the early 20th century than of the art 
of his contemporaries. In this context, one cannot help 
think that the significance of Sheriff ’s images for the 
history of medicine comes not only from the physicians 
he portrayed but also from his own experience of 
mental illness. There is perhaps a sense in which some of 
his work could be considered in the context of 20th and 
21st century interest in the ‘outsider’ art of the mentally 
ill, reflected in Paul Meunier’s Art by the Mad (1907), 
Walter Morgenthaler’s Geisteskranker als Künstler (1921) 
and Hans Prinzhorn’s Bildnerei der Geisteskranken (1922), 
that inspired the Surrealists and Jean Dubuffet’s concept 
of art brut.22,23 One is also reminded of the situation, if 
not the artistic style, of the artist Richard Dadd, who 
became ill in the 1840s, killed his father and spent his life 
at Bedlam and Broadmoor.24

There certainly seems to be a powerful and sometimes 
terrifying atmosphere of alienation in some of Sheriff ’s 
images. Combe and Rowlandson’s Dr Syntax was a 
gentle 18th century figure, but with Sheriff the spooky 

and often sinister mood seems more like that of German 
Romanticism, with its obsession with madness and 
extreme emotions. Rather than the light and clarity of 
the Enlightenment, the images created by Sheriff are 
more reminiscent of the uncanny scenes in the work of 
E.T.A. Hoffmann, or the gloom of Sheriff ’s Germanophile 
Scottish contemporary Thomas Carlyle. The fact that 
one of Sheriff ’s drawings is (probably) of the Scottish 
writer James Hogg seems especially appropriate. Hogg’s 
stories, especially The Private Memoirs and Confessions of 
a Justified Sinner (1824), with its focus on madness and 
Presbyterianism, exemplify a kind of Scottish gothic that 
chimes with Sheriff ’s more uncanny images.25 

Sheriff ’s images are also of great interest for historians 
of medicine because of their depiction of many of the 
leading medical men of Edinburgh of the period. They 
include pictures of the toxicologist, physician and 
President of the RCPE, Robert Christison, the anatomist 
William Cullen (a grand-nephew of the great Edinburgh 
medical Professor of the same name and an important 
figure in the introduction of the stethoscope to 
Edinburgh), the chemist and physician William Gregory, 
the anatomy lecturer Thomas Johnston Aitken and the 
botanist and physician Robert Graham, also President of 
the RCPE, who supervised the establishment of the new 
botanical gardens in Inverleith Row. Sheriff ’s images offer 
a strange and revealing insight into early 19th century 
Scotland, and of its medical world in particular, at a time 
when University chairs were generally appointed by the 

history
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Figure 4 Dr Alexander Monro tertius, 30 April 1825 
(Edinburgh City Art Centre – 1978/265 (H) – Sol Box 13)

Figure 5 Robert Liston (Edinburgh City Art Centre – 
1978/266 (F) – Sol Box 13)

Dr Syntax’s view of Edinburgh medicine
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very Tory city corporation. 

Figure 4 is the 1825 sketch of Alexander Monro tertius, 
which provides an impression of the Professor of 
Medicine at Edinburgh University, one of Edinburgh’s 
leading medical figures. Monro essentially inherited the 
position from his father, taking sole charge of classes 
from 1808. Although the list of his pupils includes 
Charles Darwin, Humphry Davy, Marshall Hall and 
Thomas Addison, Monro tertius’ reputation has never 
matched that of his father and grandfather, Alexander 
Monro primus and secundus, and during his time of 
influence over Edinburgh medicine, the University 
certainly lost some of its edge over its southern rivals. 
His role in the provision of cadavers for the anatomy 
school, and in the Burke and Hare case in particular 
(Monro publicly dissected Burke in 1829) did little to 
make him popular.

Sheriff ’s portrait offers a view of Monro tertius from a 
period between the portrait of him as a young man in 
Auchinbowie House (probably J.S.C Syme) and the later 
images by Hill and Adamson and the Sir John Watson 
Gordon picture held by the University of Edinburgh. The 
surgeon Robert Liston was another significant Edinburgh 
medical figure depicted by Sheriff (Figure 5). Liston, who 

again was the subject of a Hill and Adamson calotype in 
1845, was a prominent, if famously brutal, teacher of 
anatomy and operating surgeon in various guises at the 
Royal Infirmary before moving to London, where he 
became the first Professor of Clinical Surgery at 
University College, London in 1835.

The other source for Sheriff ’s pictures is the strange 
notebook filled by Sheriff when he sat in on lectures 
(mostly medical) at the university in the 1820s. The later 
courses could have been those that Charles Darwin 
famously found either boring or alarming during his time 
there.26 Sheriff ’s manuscripts, held at Special Collections 
at Edinburgh University Library, include not only copious, 
generally matter-of-fact notes but also very striking 
drawings and watercolours. These have had even less 
attention than his portraits, but they provide a fascinating 
insight into the medical scene in Edinburgh during an 
important period and into Sheriff himself. The notebooks 
contain written material relating to chemistry and the 
Bible, but most of it relates to medicine and pharmacy 
from courses taught by the likes of Thomas Charles 
Hope (a discoverer of the element strontium) on 
chemistry and James Home (later University Professor 
of Physic) on materia medica. Alexander Monro tertius 
features here as well as in his portrait, with Sheriff 
recording his lectures, which still showed a considerable 
debt to the great William Cullen.27 

The sketches, portraits and watercolours contained in 
the lecture notes include depictions of Edinburgh Castle 
and practical illustrations for chemical techniques, but 
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Figure 6 John Sheriff Notebook, Edinburgh University 
Library Special Collections - Dc.8.14, p.31 

Figure 7 John Sheriff, Notebook, Edinburgh University 
Special Collections – Dc.8.14, p. 113.

J Kennaway



the vast majority are medical in character. Along with 
studies of skulls and the bones of the hand, there are 
remarkable sketches of patients. Figure 6, for instance, is 
a beautifully drawn lower half of a man’s face. Embedded 
in the lectures notes above this sketch are two more 
crudely drawn heads, creating a genuinely spooky eyeless 
gaze. Figure 7 depicts a named patient, ‘Peter Lawson, 
Clerk to the Corp[oration] Office for the City and Shire 
of Edinburgh in the year 1793. Died 15 May 1820, Aged 
46 years buried in Canongate Churchyard 18th May 
1820’.28 Like so much of his work, the image could not 
be further from the sentimental style that was coming 
to dominate Scottish art. 

There are three images in the lecture notes that form a 
kind of horrifying triptych. They depict Jacky Linton (see 
Figure 8). When Sheriff made his sketches of her in 
February 1820, she was being held at the Edinburgh 
Royal Infirmary after murdering her infant sons. One of 
his images shows her, in Sheriff ’s words, ‘Shackled in the 
Royal Infirmary’.29 She died there, ‘about 14 days’ after 
the murders, during which time ‘horror and despair took 
hold of her’, because she was ‘quite horrified at her 
barbarity’.30 All three sketches show Linton with eyes 
closed, since, as Sheriff record, ‘very soon after the deed 
her eyes closed and never again opened during their 
life’,31 and with a mouth open, either in a scream or silent 
spasm. A comparison is Hogarth’s famous and 
sensationalist portrait of Sarah Malcolm, whom he 
depicted in 1733 after her murder of her mistress and a 
fellow servant and just two days before her execution 
(the picture can be seen at the National Portrait Gallery, 
London).

The Linton murder case, like that of Burke and Hare a 
few years later, reflected an aspect of Edinburgh of the 
early 19th century that was by no means straightforwardly 
douce and Enlightened. Whereas the depiction of Sheriff 
as Dr Syntax the eccentric in the press and in Crombie’s 
caricature were generally whimsical and upbeat, Sheriff ’s 
own images, both the portraits and the lecture notes, 
show a positively macabre world of doctors and patients. 
They provide an idiosyncratic and yet revealing glimpse 
not only into the Edinburgh Medical School and Royal 
Infirmary at a crucial time, but also into the darker side 
of the city and its medical practitioners. At the same 
time, all of them appear to give an unforgettable 
impression of the disturbed, fragile and apparently 

lovable mind of John Sheriff himself. But his art is not 
fascinating just as a possible case study of art and mental 
illness. He may not be a neglected genius, but some of 
his images demand our attention just on aesthetic 
grounds because of their striking originality and skilful 
draughtsmanship. And it is that talent that gives his 
medical images much of their power.
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Figure 8 John Sheriff, sketch of Jacky Linton – Notebook, 
Edinburgh University Special Collections, Dc.8.14, p. 128

Dr Syntax’s view of Edinburgh medicine
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