Collector rejects £300,000 private offer and sells rediscovered Helen McNicoll at Sotheby’s
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An oil painting bought for just over £2,000 that turned out to be a long‑lost work by the early Canadian impressionist Helen McNicoll has become the focus of televised drama and a test of the contemporary art market’s appetite for rediscovered masters. According to the original report in the Daily Mail and follow‑up coverage by the BBC, Lincoln artist David Taylor was offered £300,000 by a private collector for the canvas but declined, instead placing the picture at Sotheby’s for sale. The story — examined on the BBC’s Fake or Fortune? and revisited on its follow‑up — captured attention because the owner opted to gamble on the open market rather than accept a private bid. [1], [2], [3]
Taylor’s purchase was unremarkable to begin with: he bought the framed oil for about £2,000 because he liked its appearance. The work only became the subject of serious attribution work after he removed it from its frame and discovered a signature. BBC producers and experts on Fake or Fortune? assembled documentary and scientific evidence — provenance research, archival tracing and pigment analysis — that linked the picture to McNicoll and the long‑lost composition known as The Bean Harvest. Independent art‑historical and technical lines of inquiry, including red lake pigment matches and canvas comparisons reported by specialist outlets, formed the backbone of the attribution. [1], [2], [3], [6]
The discovery provoked immediate interest from collectors, notably Pierre Lassonde, a Canadian billionaire and known McNicoll enthusiast, who flew to London to view the work in person. As reported, Lassonde told the Daily Mail: “For a painting that has been missing for 110 years, I think it’s fantastic... I wouldn’t mind adding one more piece to my collection.” That private approach, widely publicised during the BBC investigation, set up the choice Taylor later faced between an assured private sale and the possibility — and risks — of an auction. [1], [2], [7]
Sotheby’s subsequently offered the painting a public platform. The auction house’s lot listing records The Bean Harvest as Lot 10 in its Modern British & Irish Art Evening Auction on 14 November 2024, giving a pre‑sale estimate of £150,000–£250,000 and publishing provenance and condition information that underpinned bidding. Sotheby’s catalogue also notes the painting’s exhibition history and the family and private‑collection trail that helped specialists re‑establish its ownership record. [4]
The result underlines the gap that can open between headline valuations and real‑time market outcomes. While some reports surrounding the BBC broadcast cited an approximate valuation of £300,000, Sotheby’s estimate sat notably lower, and Canadian Art Daily later reported the hammer price at £174,000 when the lot closed. Those figures suggest that the open market produced a robust but more modest monetary outcome than the six‑figure private offer widely discussed during the programme’s build‑up. [2], [4], [6], [1]
Beyond the sale price, the rediscovery has immediate curatorial consequences. The Art Gallery of Hamilton’s exhibition programme has incorporated The Bean Harvest into a major show on McNicoll, presenting the work alongside loans from private collections — including pieces associated with Pierre Lassonde — and using the painting to illustrate the artist’s concerns with light, travel and modernity. Exhibition entries and gallery statements have framed the find as important to scholarship on a major early‑twentieth‑century Canadian impressionist whose career was cut short in 1915. [5], [4], [6]
For Taylor, the episode combined personal and practical pressures with the public limelight. He told reporters that he could not insure a £300,000 painting and that the proceeds from a sale would help fund the purchase of a bungalow for health reasons — a rationale that explains the decision to test the market rather than accept a private bid. The sequence — discovery, authentication, a private offer, and the choice of auction — was filmed for television and, according to programme listings and press coverage, formed the arc of both the original Fake or Fortune? episode and its subsequent “What Happened Next” follow‑up. Whatever the final financial outcome, the case illustrates how attribution, collector interest and curatorial demand can intersect unpredictably when a long‑lost work resurfaces. [1], [2], [6], [7]
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