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Mushroom
Watercolour on vellum.

Signed and dated Rory McEwen Feb 23-26 1972 at the lower right.

Inscribed For Marina with kind regards – 20/7/74 at the lower left.

165 x 201 mm. (6 1/2 x 7 7/8 in.)
 

The British botanist and plant collector Martyn Rix has written of Rory McEwen that ‘The paintings of
single vegetables have been one of Rory’s most enduring and influential legacies...a series of

vegetables, peppers, mushrooms and especially onions…were observed carefully in various stages of
sprouting and decay.’ Drawn in February 1972, this fine watercolour is a detailed study of a mushroom,

depicting its structure and texture with great accuracy. The artist has chosen to show the mushroom
from underneath, noting the intricate gills beneath the surface of the cap. The present sheet was

presented by the artist, two years after it was drawn, to the art critic and writer Marina Vaizey (b.1938) in
July 1974. A few months earlier that year, a work by McEwen had been included in an exhibition curated

by Vaizey at the Arthur Tooth & Sons Gallery in London. In her introduction to the catalogue of that
exhibition, Vaizey wrote, ‘Rory McEwen explores with zest the complexities of ordinary observable

things, underlining the strangeness of what we may take for granted.’

As his friend, the artist and cartoonist Glen Baxter, recalled of Rory McEwen’s work, ‘The big paintings
didn’t really get me, other people had done big things, but the small ones on vellum nobody could touch;
he was in a class of his own there...I find them so beautiful and so powerful, and also because they are

so intimate. Nobody could get that incredible power into those small pictures that he did.’
 

Exhibitions
Edinburgh, Royal Botanic Garden, Aberdeen, Aberdeen Art Gallery, and London, Serpentine

Gallery, Rory McEwen 1932-1982: The Botanical Paintings, 1988-1989, no.32 (lent by the Lady
Vaizey).
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Artist description:
One of the finest botanical artists of the 20th century, the artist and musician Roderick (always known as

Rory) McEwen grew up at Marchmont House in the Scottish Borders and was introduced to flower
painting at the age of eight by a French governess. At Eton College he came under the tutelage of the
art master Wilfrid Blunt, who was a historian of botanical art and published his seminal book The Art of

Botanical Illustration in 1950. Blunt instilled in the young McEwen an appreciation of the history of
botanical painting from its earliest days, and he carefully studied the works of flower and plant painters
from the 16th century to the 19th century. As he later wrote to Blunt, ‘I have never really been interested

in botanical illustration per se, but rather in that moment when painting starts to breathe poetry.’ His time
at Eton was the only period of formal artistic training that McEwan received, however.

McEwen began painting botanical illustrations on vellum in the early 1950s, while studying at
Cambridge. In 1952, at the suggestion of Sacheverell Sitwell, McEwen was commissioned to provide a

series of watercolours as illustrations for C. Oscar Moreton’s Old Carnations and Pinks, eventually
published in 1955. A few years later he completed seventeen large watercolours on vellum for

Moreton’s The Auricula, Its History and Character, which appeared in 1964. By this time McEwen had
had his first solo exhibition, at the Durlacher Bros. Gallery in New York in 1962. The exhibition brought
him to the attention of two notable patrons, Rachel Lambert ‘Bunny’ Mellon and Jacqueline Kennedy,

and McEwen’s watercolours soon hung in the private rooms of the White House. A second exhibition of
McEwen’s botanical studies took place at the Galerie André Weil in Paris in 1964, and later shows

were mounted at galleries in New York, Edinburgh and London. Throughout the decade of the 1970s his
watercolour studies of fruits, flowers and leaves were shown at the Redfern Gallery in London, while he

also produced superb drawings of tulips and fritillaries intended as book illustrations. 

Much of McEwen’s work is painted in watercolour or vellum, which endowed his works with a particular
luminosity. As has been noted, ‘Rory McEwen’s unique talent was to combine botanical accuracy,

artistic elegance and superb technique in the same painting. He never made plants too formal, stylized
or unnaturally perfect, yet he never compromised with perfection in technique nor in careful examination
and understanding of the details of the subject. In these qualities he will be seen as the equal, if not the

superior, of the great botanical artists of the past.’ He worked in his studio for long hours with deep
concentration, listening to music on headphones and often wearing surgeon’s eyeglasses with

magnifying lenses attached to them to enable him to study his subjects more closely. Apart from his
botanical studies, McEwen also produced a handful of etchings of animal, plants and flowers, and

created several modernist abstract sculptures in Perspex, glass and steel.

Apart from his work as an artist, McEwen was equally talented, and as highly regarded in his lifetime, as
a musician. A gifted 12-string guitarist and folk singer, he performed regularly, often with his brother

Alexander (known as ‘Eck’), in clubs and on television in Britain and America in the late 1950s and early
1960s. He served as art editor of The Spectator magazine and travelled extensively; to Japan (where

his work was very popular), Afghanistan, India, Nepal, Tibet and Bhutan. McEwen’s last Redfern
exhibition took place in 1981, the year before his untimely death from cancer at the age of fifty.

Botanical drawings and watercolours by McEwen are today in the collections of the Aberdeen Art
Gallery, the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art in Edinburgh,

the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the Norton Museum of Art in West Palm Beach, the Hunt
Institute for Botanical Documentation in Pittsburgh, and in numerous private collections.


