The Rosslyn Templar

A critical review of Ashley Cowie’s 2009 Book, and a closer look at
R.T. McPherson’s mysterious 1836 painting

(An earlier version of this article ran in the August 2010 edition of Girnigoe: Scotland’s Clan Sinclair Magazine)

By Jeff Nisbet

Brown’s The Lost Symbol, Scotland’s newspaper of

record, The Scotsman, published a 7 August 2009
interview with Robert Cooper, author of The Rosslyn Hoax
and curator of Edinburgh’s Grand Lodge of Scotland muse-
um and library, in which Cooper claims he has learned from
a reliable source that Brown’s book would “create a huge
uproar across the USA” by alleging that founding father and
first president, George Washington, was in reality a traitor to
the American War of Independence.

On 14 September 2009, as Brown fans were lining up at
bookstores everywhere, an outraged Ashley Cowie, now res-
ident historian on Scottish TV’s The Hour show, roundly
criticized Brown in the UK’s Daily Mail for writing “fiction,
not fact.” Cowie, whose own book, The Rosslyn Templar,
was published exactly one month earlier, went on to say that
“Washington is about to be lambasted. The figurehead of
American Independence will be revealed as a traitor with
something very important buried in his coffin with him. Dan
Brown is about to make a huge controversy because he
knows it sells -- he is going to create an uproar in America.”

Well, the uproar never came. The leaked storyline was
itself a fiction, and both Cooper and Cowie had themselves
been hoaxed.

If Cowie had not been so eager to hitch his wagon to
Brown’s rising star, The Rosslyn Templar could have been a
better book. But he was, and it isn’t.

Cowie’s book is the story of an 1836 pastel painting of
middling quality, purchased at a 2005 Edinburgh auction by
Sinclair family patriarch and London businessman Niven
Sinclair, which shows a flamboyantly dressed Neo-Templar
Knight standing in Rosslyn Chapel, the small Scottish chapel
made famous by Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. We know that
the Templar is in Rosslyn Chapel because he is standing in
front of what appears to be the chapel’s famed Apprentice
Pillar, and also because the artist, R.T. McPherson, says so in
the lower-left corner of the painting, next to his signature.
The painting, so states the book’s jacket copy, is “the only
tangible evidence suggesting a connection between Rosslyn
Chapel and the mysterious medieval Order of Knights
Templar about whom so many legends have risen,” and on
page 37 it is referred to as the “earliest.” It is neither.

There is an earlier painting that suggests the very same,
exhibited most recently in the National Gallery of Scotland’s
comprehensive 2002 exhibition, Rosslyn: Country of Painter
and Poet.

First displayed in 1824, artist and photographic pioneer

S ix weeks prior to the long-anticipated launch of Dan

Templar Knight at Roslin Chapel, 1836, by R.T. McPherson

Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre’s The Interior of Rosslyn
Chapel, according to exhibition co-curator Dr. Angelo Maggi,
also shows Knights Templar. Unlike McPherson’s heavy-
handed effort, though, Daguerre’s is excellent and, as I will
later show, deserves a more prominent place in Rosslyn’s con-
tinuing legacy to Scottish history than it has so far enjoyed.
Besides the poor quality of McPherson’s painting, there
are many things wrong about it when compared to the chapel
as it existed in 1836. The chapel’s stained glass windows
were not installed until many years later; the decorative tiling
was not depicted in any artwork made either immediately
before or after that date; there was no raised platform on
which the Templar is standing; and there was no down stair-
case to the left of the Apprentice Pillar. The only staircase
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shown in any artwork of the day is to the right of that pillar,
leading down to the chapel sacristy, and it is still there today.

Cowie had been quick to highlight that staircase in a 4
September 2009 interview with The Scottish Sun, titled 1
Cracked The Da Vinci Code: Hunky historian is Scotlands
real-life Dr. Robert Langdon, the hero of Dan Brown’s best-
selling books.

“In 1837,” Cowie claimed, “when the 2nd Earl of Rosslyn
died, his wish was to be buried ‘in the original vault, accessed
from the descending stair at the rear of the chapel.” That’s the
staircase shown in this painting.”

This is a troubling statement for a Rosslyn scholar to make.
While the staircase is indeed at the rear of the painting, the
rear of the painting shows the front of the chapel, not the rear.

Cowie’s main thesis is that there was a 19th-century
masonic agenda, still thriving in the 21st century, that ties
Rosslyn Chapel, built in the 15th century, with the Knights
Templar, the order of warrior monks that was dissolved, by
Papal decree, more than a century earlier, in 1312 -- a theory
I do not argue with.

However, there is much more to know about both the
painting and the painter’s masonic roots than can be found in
Cowie’s slim, 95-page volume.

In his book, Cowie claims that “Robert Turnbull
McPherson is known to have painted in Scotland between the
years 1835-1839. Little is known about his life and indeed
the whereabouts of most of his works also remains some-
thing of a mystery,” and postulates that “The fact that he
exhibited work at the Royal Scottish Academy tells us that
McPherson was an artist of merit in his day. The RSA dis-
played 15 of his works between 1835 and 1839.”

As it happens, though, McPherson would live the second
and better-known half of his life elsewhere, and would find a
creative medium to which he was more suited.

The research of photographic scholar and artist Alistair
Crawford has definitively proven that R.T. McPherson, who
disappears from Scotland and the pages of Cowie’s book in
1839, is the Robert MacPherson who appears in Italy, in
1840, and who develops into such a famous photographer
that he becomes known as “The Photographer of Rome.”

As a sideline, MacPherson is happy to act as the go-to guy
for rich Brits on the Grand Tour, and deals in antiques, art
and sundry other curiosities for those with money to spend,
including none other than William, the future 11th Duke of
Hamilton (in 1852) and Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of
Scotland (1833-1835). MacPherson is considered to be a
consummate practical joker, a spinner of tall tales, and is
liked by some but despised by others. Poet Robert Browning
refers to him as “a slug.”

In 1846, MacPherson manages to smuggle an unfinished
Michaelangelo out of Rome and, cash-strapped in 1868, sells
it to London’s National Gallery for a fraction of its true value.
A well-known drunk and party animal with little business
acumen, he dies in 1872, at the age of 58, leaving a wife and
two children to fend for themselves -- a prince among men.

Genealogically, through an unrecognized and illegitimate
liaison, Robert MacPherson is considered the nearest male

Daguerre’s 1824 Interior of Rosslyn Chapel

relative, possibly a grandson, of the late-18th-century literary
forger, James MacPherson, who notoriously “discovered”
the long-lost 4th-century epic poetry of the blind Ossian, son
of the hero Fingal. Quickly denounced as a modern fake by
the literati of England and Ireland, belief in the authenticity
of the poems would hang on in Scotland for the greater part
of the 19th century, largely due to the flawed conclusions of
the Highland Society of Edinburgh. The expensive and best-
selling work would count Napoleon and Goethe among its
many continental fans.

Crawford’s research shows that R.T. McPherson was also
the nephew of one of the premier minds of the day, Sir David
Brewster, inventor of the kaleidoscope and the pinhole cam-
era, whose discoveries on the action of light, still known as
Brewster’s Angles, eventually gave rise to our modern fiber
optics. Researching Brewster’s history further, I discovered
that he is widely believed to be the ghost writer of Alexander
Lawrie’s History of Freemasonn, an 1804 book that claims
the ancient roots of freemasonry passed through the Knights
Templar to the modern fraternity. Brewster was also the gent
who later played matchmaker to the famous photographic
team of artist David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson. The
connection between Brewster and Hill goes a long way to
explain, as we shall see, how the artist could have had his work
exhibited at the prestigious Royal Scottish Academy without
necessarily being “an artist of merit,” as Cowie claims.

There are three Edinburgh addresses listed for McPherson
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Left: Newspaper engraving of Daguerre’s Rosslyn Chapel Diorama. Right: The Edinburgh Diorama, with Joseph Hall’s Lithographic Establishment attached.
Edinburgh and Leith Post Office Directory, 1835-6. Below: Louis Daguerre in 1844.

in the records of the RSA. In The Rosslyn Templar, Cowie to emulate his success. And so it happened that, in 1827, a
mentions only one -- 33 Montague Street. In the National  purpose-built Diorama was constructed in Edinburgh which,
Library of Scotland’s online Scottish Book Trade Index, how- over the next few years, exhibited several of Daguerre’s huge
ever, I discovered that Alexander Hill, D.O. Hill’s older paintings, one of which showed the interior of Rosslyn
brother, is also listed at that address. Alexander is described ~ Chapel. Daguerre was an astute enough businessman to real-
as a “colourman” to the RSA between 1835 and 1838 and as ize that, given the many Rosslyn legends that were already
“publisher, colourman and printer” to the RSA between 1841 internationally circulated at the time, the little Midlothian
and 1846. Alexander’s younger brother, David Octavius, was chapel could be a lucrative cash cow for his venture -- a
for many years the secretary of the academy. smart business plan that continues to prove its worth each
It seems that McPherson had a few good friends and time a new Dan Brown book is published.
relations in useful positions. The financial backers of the Edinburgh Diorama,
It was at this point in my research that I returned however, may have entertained some doubts that
to Louis Daguerre’s 1824 painting, The Interior of Daguerre would permit his paintings to be shown in
Rosslyn Chapel. an establishment over which he had no financial
Before the invention of the Daguerreotype control. In R. Derek Wood’s 1993 The Diorama in
made a place for him in photographic history, Great Britain in the 1820s, Wood reports that in
Daguerre had been a theatrical stage designer 1825, a few months before the opening of the
who created one of the great entertainments of the annual Modern Art exhibition of the Institution for
day -- the Diorama. the Encouragement of the Fine Arts in Scotland, a
Angelo Maggi, in his 1999 paper Poetic Stones: huge painting went on display at the institution’s
Roslin Chapel in Gandy s sketchbook and Daguerre’s Edinburgh exhibit rooms. Its title was Trinity Chapel
Diorama, describes Daguerre’s Diorama as follows: in Canterbury Cathedral, which was the same title as a
“The Diorama, first presented to the public in 1822, was a diorama by Charles Bouton, Daguerre’s Diorama partner.
popular new medium, in which scenes were depicted by Wood then includes an intriguing review of the painting that
colour applied to a large transparent screen which was lit from was published in the 12 February 1825 edition of the
a variety of different sources. The illusion of reality and of a Caledonian Mercury, which reads as follows (italics and
changing spectacle was produced by lighting changes. One of ~ bracketed material mine):
the most interesting features of the Diorama was the system “We regret, as this picture is painted, in part, by a native of
by which the audience was brought to the pictures, for on  this city [Edinburgh], that, from its extraordinary size, it can-
account of their enormous size -- 22 feet wide by 14 feet high ~ not form part of the National Exhibition, as it would have
-- and the complicated lighting arrangements, the pictures had shone conspicuously among the many brilliant efforts of
to remain stationary while the auditorium, a cylindrical room  native talent which we hope to see displayed ... And we are
with a single opening in the wall like the proscenium of a  glad to find, although it has not to boast of the borrowed
stage, was slowly revolved from one picture to another.” name of a French artist [Daguerre or Bouton] to procure it
The popularity of Daguerre’s Paris and London Dioramas visitors, that its own merits and distinguished reputation have
virtually guaranteed that savvy entrepreneurs would attempt  ensured its success; and we understand, such is the stimulus
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Left to right: David Octavius Hill, 1844; The architect William Burn at Rosslyn Chapel, c.1843-8; Sir David Brewster, 1844.
All calotypes by David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson.

given to this young artist, that he is engaged in bringing out,
shortly, a View of Holyrood Chapel by Moonlight, and the
Interior of Rosslyn Chapel [both subjects of already existing
Daguerre dioramas] for the exhibition of which an appropri-
ate building will be erected.”

What does this have to do with McPherson’s 1836 paint-
ing of the Rosslyn Templar?

In the same Scottish Book Trade Index that lists Alexander
Hill at 33 Montague Street, which is the same address listed
for McPherson in the records of the Royal Scottish Academy,
I also found listed a lithographer named Joseph Hall at 3 Hope
Street in 1829 -- yet another address listed for McPherson in
the RSA records -- and that this Joseph Hall was the manager
of the Edinburgh Diorama.

While McPherson would not appear in the RSA records
until 1835, aged 21, and is not listed at the Hope Street
address until 1837, one year after the date of his Rosslyn
Templar painting, there was apparently yet a third tenant at 3
Hope Street who shows up inbetween -- a Mr. Robert Gibb.

Robert Gibb was one of nine associate members, includ-
ing David Octavius Hill, of the Royal Scottish Academy
when the academy was formed in 1826.

In The Edinburgh Literary Journal (1831) 1 found an
advertisement placed by Gibb that announces the opening of
his art school at the Hope Street address. It shows that he

taught lessons in drawing, painting in oils, watercolours and,
perhaps most significantly for the purposes of this investiga-
tion, perspective. It also suggests that Gibb had a business
arrangement with Alexander Hill, D.O. Hill’s brother.

About half way through The Rosslyn Templar, Robert
Brydon, a “respected authority on the history of Freemasonry
and the Knights Templar’s activities in Scotland,” shows
Cowie a similar painting. This painting is executed in heavy
oils, is “a lot cruder” than McPherson’s and, while the
Templar “takes up most of the space in the painting,” there
are only two elements that are shared by both paintings -- the
Apprentice Pillar and the skull on the table.

“Unfortunately,” Cowie says, “it was not possible to obtain
a copy of this second painting to reproduce in this book.”

I was not so much interested in what the two paintings had
in common, but was very interested in what they did not have
in common.

At the time of this writing I have been unable to view this
similar painting. I have, however, been told that the window
above the staircase in McPherson’s version also appears in
the second version, which is a third shared element that
Cowie does not mention.

I am very curious to know if the stained glass images
match in both paintings or if, as I suspect, both artists creat-
ed their own, for reasons I will soon explain. I am also curi-

Left: Advertisement for Robert Gibb’s Hope Street art school. Right: Detail from Gibb’s The Dean Bridge, just a short walk from his school.

Copyright August 2010 by Jeff Nisbet / www.mythomorph.com

4



ous to know if any part of the chapel floor appears in the sec-
ond painting and, if so, how it is decorated, if at all.

So, some conclusions:

* Given that McPherson was David Brewster’s nephew, it
is likely that he was taking art lessons from Brewster’s friend,
D.O. Hill, at the address of Hill’s older brother, Alexander --
the first address listed for McPherson in the records of the
Royal Scottish Academy, of which D.O. Hill was secretary.

* Given that an 1825 review of a painting with the same
name as Bouton’s diorama reveals that a young and unnamed
Edinburgh artist was working on a diorama of The Interior of
Rosslyn Chapel that was earmarked for Edinburgh’s future
Lothian Road Diorama, and that the manager of that business
is listed in the SBTT at 3 Hope Street, it is likely that the large
Rosslyn painting, never exhibited in the Diorama, was stored
or hung at that address, and continued to hang as a teaching
aid, in 1831, when Robert Gibb opened his art school there.

Further to that, a large backdrop of the interior of Rosslyn
Chapel, especially if it realistically portrayed the chapel
without stained-glass windows or patterned floor tiles, would
have been a tailor-made teaching aid, allowing students to
add their own details of “perspective” in whatever ways
fancy took them.

« Given that 3 Hope Street is the second address listed for
McPherson in the RSA records, and that 36-year-old Robert
Gibb died in 1837, it is likely the large Rosslyn painting by
the young unnamed Edinburgh artist was still hanging there
in 1836, where it became the background for McPherson’s
painting of Templar Knight at Roslin Chapel, while he con-
tinued his studies at Gibb’s art school.

* Given that a second, “even cruder” painting exists of the
Templar, it is likely that the Templar Knight was portrayed by
an artist’s model in a classroom setting, and not by the 10th
Earl of Dalhousie as Cowie tentatively speculates. While it
was not unusual for a person of high status to pose privately
for a portrait, it is highly unlikely that person would pose
before an art class.

Now, who might that unknown Edinburgh painter men-
tioned in the Caledonian Mercury have been?

Diorama authority R. Derek Wood eloquently argues for
several likely candidates, his frontrunners being Clarkson
Stanfield and David Roberts, both of whom are known to
have been theatrical set designers who in fact also created
dioramas. David Roberts, moreover, made a series of oil
paintings at Rosslyn, and became the most vocal critic of the
chapel’s 1830s restoration efforts.

I now submit two other likely candidates. One is Robert
Gibb, for reasons that are now obvious, and the other is my
personal favorite, David Octavius Hill, for reasons that follow.

To the right of the booted foot of McPherson’s Templar is
a rather nebulous or ghostlike railing that, Cowie says in his
book, appears as if it was “added at a later date.” Now why
would that be?

I will go out on a limb, now, and say that it is my opinion
that the design of the railing was meant to conceal, yet ulti-
mately reveal, the identity of Hill as that unknown painter.
The letters of Hill’s surname, hidden in that railing, was per-
haps McPherson’s tip of the hat to the painter of the Rosslyn
backdrop -- his old friend and teacher at 33 Montague Street.

Hill was an excellent and technically adept artist who was
not afraid of painting large works, as shown by his 5 feet by
11.3 feet Disruption of 1843, a painting that went down in
photographic history as the first to use photographic portraits
on which to base the faces of its subjects, in this case the 450
ministers who broke away from the established Church of
Scotland in that year. The technique was suggested to Hill by
Sir David Brewster, who also introduced Hill to his future
photographic partner, Robert Adamson, at that time.

In R. Derek Wood’s treatise on the UK Dioramas, he makes
a distinction between the works of Daguerre and the works of
Stanfield and Roberts (emphasis mine): “Daguerre did have a
special obsession and a special talent not shared by Stanfield
or Roberts to offer: a command of the ways of light.”

Hill’s artistic skills combined with Brewster’s consum-
mate knowledge of optics and the action of light would have
made them a logical dream team to work on dioramas, and
Hill and Adamson’s later photographs of Rosslyn Chapel
were represented no fewer than eight times in the National
Gallery’s 2002 exhibit, one of which is a portrait of William
Burn, architect in charge of the chapel’s 1830s restoration,
which strongly suggests their connection with the chapel was
more than pedestrian.

Let’s now return to Daguerre’s 1824 easel painting, The
Interior of Rosslyn Chapel, and the reasons why I think it
deserves a more important place in both Scottish and Rosslyn
Chapel history.

When Angelo Maggi wrote his 1999 Poetic Stones paper he
was of the opinion that Daguerre, who is never known to have
visited Scotland, most likely based his diorama on the already
existing architectural drawings by English artist Joseph
Michael Gandy, as well as on French artist William Delacour’s
1761 Perspective View of the Inside of Roslin Chapel.

Left: The ghostlike railing, “added at a later date.” Right: Hill’s surname, hidden in the railing.
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Left: Detail from Daguerre’s 1824 easel painting, showing the chapel’s damaged pillars. Center: 1860 Thomas Begbie photograph showing the same damage.
Right: Detail from an 1830 painting by William Dyce, showing similar door details. Below: Robert Turnbull MacPherson, circa 1860.

At that time, however, Daguerre’s easel painting had dis-
appeared, and was therefore not available for Maggi to
inspect. Maggi was also of the opinion that the easel painting
could not have been used as Daguerre’s model for his diora-
ma because the diorama was exhibited first. His reasoning,
while logical, in no way proves that the first work shown was
the first work created.

By 2002, when Maggi co-curated Rosslyn: Country of
Painter and Poet, the painting had resurfaced, and he noticed
something curious while co-writing the exhibition’s hand-
some catalog: The painting clearly depicted the
holes made in the chapel’s pillars, according to
one theory, by Cromwell’s General Monck, who
stabled his army’s horses there in 1650 -- damage
that had appeared in no depiction of the chapel
prior to Daguerre’s.

In that catalog Maggi further states that “Helmut
Gernsheim, in his History of Photography, has
argued that the precise detail in the diorama and in
Daguerre’s painting of 1825, The Ruins of
Holyrood Chapel by Moonlight, is only to be
explained by Daguerre’s use of the camera obscu-
ra while actually working at Holyrood,” and won-
ders how Daguerre could have possibly painted
Rosslyn Chapel “in such detail and arouse such enthusiasm in
his London audience, without ever visiting it or making a
drawing of it.”

Daguerre certainly does take some great liberties with
Rosslyn, in both its height and width, giving the small chapel
the seeming dimensions of a great cathedral. In addition, he
has added a door at the chapel’s east end where there was
never a door, and Templars where, skeptical authors say,
there was never a history. But he shows in his paintings much
more than that.

Besides the mid-17th-century damage to the pillars,
Daguerre also depicts Rosslyn’s great east window with its
temporary blocking in place, as well as both the empty stat-

uary pedestals immediately below the five-course vaulted
ceiling and the carved nodes that separate each of the cours-
es. And then there is the colour of Rosslyn’s stone, which
shows signs of the rose colour still evident today -- a colour
that, to some, gives the nearby abbey of Melrose its name.

Most of the above features can be explained away by
accepting that Daguerre used the visual source material that
Maggi has connected with Daguerre’s work, but I am not so
sure. For example, in Maggi’s Poetic Stones is a footnote that
relates Gandy’s notes on the colour of Rosslyn’s stone as

exhibiting a “general tone of colour bronze green
mixed with, tints gilled with brown and black.” I
do not follow how Daguerre could find a rose
colour in that description.

And then, finally, there is the door ...

In both Daguerre’s 1824 painting and an 1830
painting by William Dyce the door to Rosslyn’s
south aisle hangs open, crooked in its jamb. The top
hinge has clearly been damaged. While Daguerre’s
door has been vertically elongated to work with the
vertical distortion of his finished painting, the stud-
ded details of both doors appear to be the same. Not
only that, the damp that would enter the wood in the
area of the damaged hinge is shown in both paint-

ings -- a further incredible level of detail that was not shown in
any work prior to Daguerre’s, and that I feel could not have
been the result of either a camera obscura sketch or by his
inspection of any of the visual source materials he could have
had available at the time.

In a follow-up to this article I will present credible evidence
to support a theory that Daguerre did, indeed, have the advan-
tage of local and secret collaboration in obtaining a detailed
visual reference for his easel painting and subsequent diorama,
and that this detailed visual reference was an actual fixed pho-
tograph of the interior of Rosslyn Chapel made at least 25
years before 1839, the year Daguerre announced his own pho-
tographic process. END

Copyright August 2010 by Jeff Nisbet / www.mythomorph.com

6



