A LIVING
LEGACY
Ahead of the forthcoming auction at Sotheby’s, Turlough McConnell
portrays how Irish-American Brian P. Burns assembled one
of the greatest collections of Irish art and made it his legacy.
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ore than forty years ago,
Brian P. Burns made a bet with himself to prove
that the Irish were just as brilliant in the visual
arts as in music and literature. “I have made it a
personal mission,” he says, “to inform the American Irish Diaspora of the beauty and the visual
tapestry that Irish artists have bequeathed to the
world.” Burns has made good on that promise.
His legacy, the Burns Collection of Irish Art, is one
of the most comprehensive assemblages of Irish
paintings, sculpture and artifacts in the United
States. Spanning the 18th century to the present,
the art provides an extraordinary insight into Ireland’s history, people and artists. After sharing
portions of his collection at venues around the
U.S. and Ireland, where the paintings have generated appreciation and new audiences, Burns, at
age 82, considers his mission accomplished. On
November 21, the auction of 100 artworks, almost
half of the celebrated Burns Collection, will commence at Sotheby’s London.
Burns explained the timing of the auction as
central to his role as collector. “Some have asked
why Eileen and I have chosen this moment to
return these paintings from our Irish art collection to the market. Years ago, when I started collecting, I was advised by the late Desmond Fitzgerald, 29th Knight of Glin, Desmond Guinness,
Willie Dillon, James Gorry, and other art advisers
in Ireland, to remember that no matter how many
paintings I might acquire, I was only their custodian during my lifetime. Now seemed the appropriate time to release the paintings to others.”
Burns is far more than a patron of the arts. He
is better described as a guardian of Irish culture
who has assumed responsibility for expanding
the breadth and depth of the Irish-American contribution. “What sets Mr. Burns apart from other
collectors is his enthusiasm to share this collection
with others,” says Charlie Minter, Head of Irish
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“Eileen and I share a sense of modest pride as custodians, and have made every
effort to display Irish art to as many people as possible in the Irish diaspora,” says
collector Brian P. Burns. “We were the only American collectors who had the quiet
confidence to bring Irish art back to Ireland for a major exhibition in 1996, and
we drew a record audience at The Hugh Lane Municipal Gallery in Dublin.”
Art at Sotheby’s. “His generosity in lending the
collection to exhibitions in America and Ireland
means it has been enjoyed by thousands, creating
and inspiring new audiences for Irish art.” That
Irish art would command widespread interest
was the premise of Brian Burns’s philosophy. As
Burns tells it: “We were the only American collectors who had the quiet confidence to bring Irish
art back to Ireland for a major exhibition in 1996,
and we drew a record audience at The Hugh Lane
Municipal Gallery in Dublin.” Other major exhibition sites have included McMullen Museum of
Art at Boston College; Paul Mellon Museum at the
Yale Center for British Art; The John F. Kennedy
Center of the Performing Arts in Washington,
D.C.; the Phoenix Art Museum; and in 2017 at the
Consulate of Ireland in New York City, where an
exhibition of a selection of the collection helped
generate funds to complete the recent restoration
of Saint Patrick’s Cathedral.
A principal theme of the collection is the depth
and breadth of the Irish experience. Many paintings pay tribute to human suffering, not generally
a subject of artistic rendering. Indeed, the original focus of the collection was on narrative works
highlighting the struggles of Ireland’s poor during
the 19th century. Unlike some collectors, Burns
was not put off by images of poverty: “I wasn’t
afraid of it. It was part of my family story…I’ve
always been aware that we were one generation away from a crippled Boston motorman,
my grandfather. I have a lot of lest-we-forget pictures.” In addition, the collection includes many
reflective, inward-looking paintings depicting
the landscape. Such rural genre scenes became
part of Ireland’s national identity. Yet Burns went
beyond the classic to embrace modernity. With
the invaluable encouragement of his wife Eileen,
the collection took a more forward-looking perspective with the introduction of works by Roderic O’Conor, Walter Osborne, Sir John Lavery, Sir

William Orpen and John Leech. Strong supporters of Ireland’s contemporary artists, Brian and
Eileen Burns have commissioned several pieces
by one of Ireland’s best-known living sculptors,
Rowan Gillespie.
The collection has achieved recognition within
the art world. In her recent review of A Rising People: The Brian P Burns Collection of Irish Art, Margarita Cappock, Deputy Director at Dublin City
Gallery The Hugh Lane, hails Burns as “following in the footsteps of Hugh Lane, who wished to
promote the idea of a distinct Irish school of art
that would dispel the myth that the Irish nation
lacked a visual imagination.”
Rightfully she places Burns in good company.
Hugh Lane was a fearless campaigner for access
to the arts. He opened his gallery in Dublin in
1908 and became famous as a collector and
dealer who sold many paintings to the American multimillionaire Henry Clay Frick that can
be viewed at the Frick Collection in New York.
Today, the Hugh Lane Gallery is one of Ireland’s
leading museums. Burns could also be likened
to New Yorker John Quinn, the great Irish-American patron of the arts whose collection was auctioned in 1927.
The Burns Collection is just one manifestation
of Brian Burns’s proud homage to his ancestral
heritage. His family story contains many elements of the struggle common to immigrants. Brian’s grandfather arrived in Boston in 1892 from
Sneem in Co. Kerry. He was able to support his
wife and nine children on his motorman’s salary
of $18 per week – until an accident with a trolley
car left him crippled. Yet the family never gave
up hope or their drive to succeed and make their
family proud. John Burns, Brian’s father, was the
beneficiary of a life-altering scholarship from the
Jesuits to attend Boston College. John Burns later
became the youngest professor of law at Harvard,
a position that propelled him to a distinguished
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FEASTING WHILE IRELAND STARVED.
This painting is a unique and significant historical memoir. It highlights the marked
contrasts in the fortunes of Irish society in the 19th century; while the wealthy
enjoy a lavish social event in Dublin Castle, the majority of Ireland’s people were
suffering greatly as the Great Hunger played out. Between the years 1847-1850
one and a half million people would die of starvation and as many as two million
others would leave Ireland.
The scene in the grand state ballroom provides a rare glimpse of Dublin high
society, shortly before the room was renovated for the visit of Queen Victoria in
1849. At the end of the room can be seen Lord Lieutenant and Lady Clarendon,
serving as Queen Victoria’s representatives and above them in the balconies, the
peers, privy councillors and lord justices. Little is known of the artist, though there
is a suggestion he or she was one of the Castle’s decorators. While the Irish people
outside died from hunger, within the castle walls representatives of the British
Empire celebrated its lavish power.
F. J. DAVIS, The State Ballroom, St.Patrick’s Hall, Dublin Castle, c. 1845-50, oil on wood, 37.5 X 51.5"
Estimate £200,000-300,000 / $280,000-420,000. Photograph courtesy of Sotheby’s.

legal career, both within government and working for prominent public figures, including Franklin D. Roosevelt, Joseph P. Kennedy and William
Randolph Hearst.
Brian, chairman of BF Enterprises, a publicly
owned real estate holding and development company, followed in his father’s footsteps, both by
graduating Harvard Law School, aged 23, and by
honoring his Irish ancestry. Brian recalls that his
father was “very proud of being Irish. He never
forgot his roots, and inspired us never to do so
either.” Brian and Eileen have 8 children and 15
grandchildren.
Serving and promoting Irish culture has been
his primary contribution. In 1963 Burns became
the youngest director of the American Irish
Foundation, formed by Presidents John F. Kennedy and Eamon de Valera to encourage American charity for Ireland. In 1986, Burns, with his
teenage daughter Sheila, participated in the ceremony when President Ronald Reagan formally
merged the American Irish Foundation and the
Ireland Fund to create what is today known as
the American Ireland Fund, which has raised
over $500 million in support of Irish charities
that promote art, culture, peace and community

development in Ireland.
In 1986, as a further homage to his father, Brian
made the leading gifts to establish the John J.
Burns Library at Boston College. Today the library
is a repository of over 250,000 books and significant holdings of Irish cultural material, including
the largest collection of W.B. Yeats papers outside
of Ireland. Brian also funded the Burns Visiting
Scholar in Irish Studies program, which for more
than 25 years has brought luminaries to the College, where they teach and study and participate
in the community. The scholars include poets,
writers, musicians and academics such as former
President of Ireland Mary McAleese.
McAleese has been vocal in her acknowledgment of Burns. In her foreword to A Rising People, she writes, “We are blessed to have friends
and family such as Brian and Eileen Burns and
doubly blessed that they have cared so deeply for
Ireland’s past, present and future.” She continues,
“the full extent of the impact of Brian’s philanthropic contribution will never be quantifiable,
but those of us who enjoy the fruits of the Peace
Process know we owe a debt of gratitude that can
Continued on following page
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never be repaid. In so many
unspoken but heartfelt ways,
Brian and Eileen helped turn
the tide of history from conflict to peace, from despair to
hope.”
Burns’s support for Irish
culture reaches both sides of
the Atlantic. He has served
on various boards, including
the Irish American Fulbright
Commission in Dublin, the
Ireland-American Economic
Advisory Board to the Prime
Minister of Ireland and TrinROWAN GILLESPIE
The Yearning, 2000,
ity College Foundation, Dubbronze, 13"
lin. His endowment support
Estimate £8,000–12,000
includes Marsh’s Library,
/ $11,000–16,800
which was founded in the
early 18th century and remains one of the few
buildings in Dublin still used for its original purpose. Another example of his generosity in Ireland
was a gift to the Law Library at University College
Cork in honor of his father.
On a recent evening, Christopher Kennedy,
chair of Joseph P. Kennedy Enterprises and a 2018
Democratic primary candidate for Governor of Illinois, emerged with his wife Sheila from Sotheby’s
Chicago showroom, which was filled with friends
of Irish art. “The Burns family are to Irish-American business and culture what the Kennedys are
to politics!” proclaimed Kennedy. The occasion
was the Highlights Preview of Irish Art from the
collection of Brian P. Burns that will go on auction
this November.
Among the well-wishers was Jay Doherty, president of the City Club of Chicago, and his wife
Coleen. Doherty, a lifelong friend of Burns, says that

“Brian epitomizes the great Chicago phrase: ‘Go big
or go home.’” The festive mood in Chicago was followed a few nights later by the preview hosted at
the Boston College Conference Center. Future preview events will be held (Dublin, August 30, and
New York, September 28) before the hammer falls
at Sotheby’s London showroom on November 21
to scatter one of the most celebrated collections of
Irish Art ever assembled in the United States.
Excitement about the auction is building. “Presenting the Burns collection at auction in November,” says Sotheby’s Minter, “will bring the rich legacy of Ireland’s artists into the spotlight once again
and offer collectors an opportunity to write a new
chapter for these special pictures.” Echoing his
sentiment is his Dublin colleague Arabella Bishop,
Head of Sotheby’s Ireland. “Brian’s collection tells
the story of a nation,” she says. “That story is both
personal and universal, and we expect the collection will touch the hearts and minds of all those
who see it.”
The story of a nation it is. In a 1937 speech the
poet William Butler Yeats talks about a visit he paid
to Lane’s Municipal Gallery in Dublin. Yeats was
moved by the paintings, many by the same artists
now in Burns’ collection. “I sat down after a few
minutes, overwhelmed with emotion ... There were
portraits of my fellow-workers … there, too, were
portraits of our statesmen, the events of the last 20
years in fine pictures… Ireland not as she is displayed in guidebooks or history, but Ireland seen
because of the magnificent vitality of her painters,
in the glory of her passions.”
The Brian P. Burns Collection will be seen in all
its assembled glory for the last time in November.
Then, these magnificent paintings will set sail for
new harbors. The paintings will be dispersed but
the Burns legacy will remain. !
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