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This ‘study of a tree and ivy’ was made by G F Watts from a window at Linnerslease, his home and studio at Compton in Surrey.   Mary Watts emphasised the time and very careful observation involved in this work and the conspicuous absence of a quality Watts disliked and named picture-making.  This suggests that she saw the subject primarily as a realistic one.  It is certainly one of Watts’ least conventional compositions.  The two tree-trunks cross the canvas from top to bottom.  Drawing and photographic manuals still occasionally warn the amateur artist against this.  But the treatment is not purely realistic.  The main tree trunk reveals the freedom and innovation of Watts’ late painting techniques with bold palette knife work on the ivy leaves and prismatic textured paint on the bark.
The title also invites allegorical interpretations.  In the Victorian era, ivy was believed to sap the vitality of trees and eventually strangle them.  Watts probably drew analogies between ivy and the late 19c nouveaux-riches.  Dominated by financiers and rentiers, this class amassed wealth without obvious work and consumed it conspicuously.  Watts perceived this as destructive to England, a theme he dealt with more directly using a tree image in “Can these Bones Live”, where the golden pall of mammon crushes the English Oak.
 
A Parasite was shown as the artist’s only exhibit at the Royal Academy in 1903 while Green Summer was his main exhibit at the New Gallery.  In this period, Watts declared “The desire in me to paint landscape grows.  I want to paint landscape more and more”.  His 1903 exhibits show the new prominence he gave to landscape and, in the case of A Parasite, it shows that by the end of his career he was willing to give the weight of meaning to an English landscape which he had previously reserved for figure subjects and biblical landscapes.  It is possibly significant that he sent this work to the older and more prestigious exhibition.
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