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The Gwillim Project, which centres around the unpublished correspondence and 
artwork of two sisters who lived in Madras at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
brings together an international network of scholars from diverse fields in order to 
explore the collections from multiple perspectives. In this panel, moderated by V. 
Sriram,  we learn more about the personal lives of the Gwillim and Symonds sisters.  
Arthur MacGregor will discuss the career and reputation of Sir Henry Gwillim. Patrick 
Wheeler will delve into the sisters’ letters, drawing out their reflections on Indian and 
European social life and customs in Madras 

Arthur MacGregor was formerly a curator in the Department of Antiquities at the Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford. His interest in India has developed in his retirement. He is presently an Andrew W. Mellon Visiting 
Professor at the Victoria and Albert Museum Research Institute, with the aim of producing a web presentation 
on the East India Company's museum (1798-1879). He continues to edit the Journal of the History 
of Collections, which he co-founded over thirty years ago.

Patrick Wheeler is a retired Specialist Hospital Physician with an academic and clinical background in Oxford, 
London and Southeast England. Now independent historian and author on Indian history, particularly the 
British period. Transcriber of the Gwillim-Symonds letters.
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Arthur MacGregor - A reputation traduced: Sir Henry Gwillim (1759-1837)

While Elizabeth Gwillim's achievements are clearly not dependent in a direct way on 
her husband, Sir Henry Gwillim's appointment to the Supreme Court in Madras 
provided both the context in which her engagement with Indian natural history took 
shape and the opportunity for her to develop her high levels of skill. In the absence to 
date of any biography, Henry's career will be outlined. By the time his Collection of Acts 
and Records of Parliament was published in 1801 he had already served as Chief 
Justice of the Isle of Ely; his appointment to Madras and his knighthood in that year 
seemed to set the seal on a successful career, but it all unravelled six years later in a 
bitter dispute implicating the Governor of Madras himself. An attempt will be made to 
reconcile the 'obstinate' and 'irascible' Gwillim of the official account with the husband 
to whom Elizabeth was clearly devoted.

Patrick Wheeler - The Gwillim/Symonds letters viewed as a social history document

Elizabeth Gwillim said more than once that “I shall leave the White people to Polly (her 
sister) and tell you a little about the Black people”. In fact she commented on both, but 
her primary interest was India and the Indian people. She was clearly enthralled by 
them: how they dressed, cooked, danced, related to each other, and what she 
described as their gentle happy nature. All this delighted her to the extent that she 
studied their customs deeply, as well as their religion, history, culture and languages. 
She studied Telugu to a fluent level, and probably a little Tamil also, and certainly 
translated Hindu religious documents. She also became horticulturalist, botanist and 
ornithologist and is probably best known for her consummate talent as a bird painter. 
Mary and Elizabeth often discussed the British concerns, which were the climate, 
social interaction, her peers, often disparagingly, the difficulties of sending and 
receiving letters and boxes, the young men of their acquaintance, and also their 
houses, servants and their social functions, and the characters of the senior members 
of the community, and how this affected their lives. The latest two events in their time 
there, were the news of their mother’s death and the Vellore mutiny. Both were 
covered fully.


