
Worlds unfurl
Botanical science, social history, wild adventure and raw emotion are

all contained within Emma Tennant’s exquisite flower paintings, as a

new exhibition reveals

By Alex PRESTON Photographs by Laura HYND

It’s raining in Carlisle. There’s a sentence that has been
writtenbefore. But aswe leave the town–my taxi driver
speaking poetically about his love of the landscape, the
way it is transformed in spring and summer – the clouds
part and the sun explodes on thewet fields and rushing
burns, the great damp sweep of the land. It is, I agree,
majestic. Soon we’re in Scotland, Roxburghshire to be
precise, lacing alongsideLiddelWater, a tributary of the
Esk. The dun-coloured hills have their heads in the
clouds but still the sun seems to light the path ahead of
us, down gradually narrowing lanes and over hump-
backed bridges. Finally we turn alongside a narrower
burn, its water frothy and dancing. This is Hermitage
Water, known for its trout and salmonfishing. There’s a
footbridge spanning it and there, on the other side,
Shaws, the noble grey farmhouse in which the painter
Lady EmmaTennant has livedwith her husband, Toby,
formore than 50 years.

I’m here to have lunch with Tennant and to preview
her latest show of floral watercolours, which she has
titled Plants forConnoisseurs. First, though, I’m greeted
by, in order: the genial Toby, who seems a little put out
when I turn down the beer he offers me (but ends up
drinkingbothof thecansonthekitchentable–Tennent’s,
naturally); thenFlint, a portly and shameless black labra-
dorwithwhomIfall immediatelyanddeeply in love; then
there’s Lady Emma herself, slim and neat and full of a
spiky vitality that belies the fact she’s about to turn 80.

For lunch, there’sCumberlandsausage,beetsandpota-
toes. Flint has his head in my lap, praying for spillages.
Watching Emma and Toby Tennant, a semi-retired
farmer, together is a heart-repairing thing – the ease and
gentleness with which they address one another. They
married soon after university, but there’s still such
warmth between them that I see a glow of affection. She
finishes his sentences, he lays a brief hand on her shoul-
der;hecan’tfindthemayonnaise, shehasalreadyput itby

his plate. It’s a house in which their shared passions –
flowers, farming, rug-making, travel, butmost of all each
other–fill thewallsandthebookshelves, shapetheatmos-
phere itself. You feel in their company as if you’re partici-
pating in a conversation that has been takingplace for 60
years. The only shadow is cast by the loss of the couple’s
youngest child, Stella, at the end of 2020. They have two
other children: Isabel, a gilder and fashion designer, and
Edward,who runs amineral surveying company.

Tennant speaks to me about the ideas that have ani-
mated her latest exhibition, which will take place in
Londonnextmonth: ‘One of the things that interestsme
is making connections and pulling together different
threads. Gardening, botany, plant exploration, art his-
tory.’ She laments the fact that academicdisciplines tend
to operate in silos, precluding the kind of cross-pollina-
tion found in her gorgeous and yet botanically correct
paintings of plants and flowers. ‘A lot of art people,’ she
says, ‘even though there’s lots of really goodbotanical art
around, don’t know all that much about the plants that
they’re depicting. I’ve been to shows at the V&Awhere
the caption says, “In spite of trying hard, we couldn’t
identify this plant.”Well, I can identify it. So why didn’t
they goup the road toKewand ask them?The crossover
between different worlds doesn’t happen enough. I
want to encouragemore of it.’

Accompanying this exhibition, as with her previous
shows, is a catalogue inwhichTennantwrites in elegant
prose about the plants she depicts. It’s another example,
I suggest, of her wish to dissolve boundaries between
practices: the artist should be a botanist but she should
alsobeable topaintwithherwords. ‘Themoreyouknow
about something, themore interesting it is,’ shesays. ‘And
thebetteryoucanwrite about it.’ Thepowerof thewords
is also there to convey something else: that the painting
offlowers andplants is aproud tradition, one that should
be celebrated. ‘The ideabehind the show is that painting
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LEFTLiliummackliniae, or theManipur lily, watercolour and ink on paper, by EmmaTennant, pictured below at her studio in the Scottish Borders
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flowers is not just for old ladies likeme. The artworld so
looksdownon this. People canbe sopatronising.The art
world is horrible. A gallery onBondStreet put on a show
of Rebecca John’s flower paintings – she’s Augustus
John’s granddaughter – and thegallerist gothatemail for
lowering the tone of the street or something.’

I spent the journey up to Carlisle reading Tennant’s
books. I was particularly struck by AnArtist’s Journal of
thePlagueYear, a collectionofpaintingsmadeduring the
variousCovid lockdowns. I put it toher that, for an invet-
erate and adventurous traveller, enforced time at home
must have been torturous. ‘You can travel around the
world in your garden,’ she says. ‘You can travel around
the world on a civic roundabout. You have geraniums,
begonias and all that. Gardening is somuch deeper and
richer if youknowhowtheseplantsgothere.Thosewon-
derful adventurers going to collect plants from Canada,
Chile, China.’ Plants also summon history. ‘They used to
call theseflowersmargaritasdelcampo inArgentina,’ she
says, gesturing to a painting of a Habranthus robusta.
‘Toby and I lived on an estancia in the north of the coun-
trywhenwewere firstmarried. Now I only have to look
at that flower and it takesmeback there.’

Another book I read on the trainwasMitford’s Japan,
a collectionofwritingsby andaboutLadyEmma’s great-
grandfatherABMitford, thefirst LordRedesdale. Emma
was born Emma Cavendish, the daughter of Deborah
Cavendish,Duchess ofDevonshire, and is thus theniece
of NancyMitford. Algernon BertramMitfordwas a dip-
lomat in Japan in the 1860s. He was also an inveterate
plant collector and passionate gardener. ‘In the family,
of course, the literary overtook the horticultural,’
Tennant says. ‘My aunt Nancy – she wrote the Mitford
story. It’s a shame.Everygenerationdismisses its grand-
parents as crashing old bores. My aunts’ generation
didn’t have much time for their grandfather, but the
older girls – my aunts Pam and Nancy – must have
remembered their grandfather, because he didn’t die
until 1916. Nancy would have been 13 then. She didn’t
write about him at all, though. He was an old Victorian
bore.We all ignore our grandparents and thenwewish
we’d listened to them a little more.’ I ask if her own
grandchildren are gardeners. ‘Not yet,’ she says, ‘but
who knows?My daughters certainly are.’

That present tense hangs in the air as we make our
way out into the courtyard to Emma’s studio. It is just
over two years since the suicide of Stella, famed as a
supermodel in the ’90s and ’00s and muse to Karl
Lagerfeld. The studio is warm and light, looking out
through a greenhouse to the vegetable garden beyond.
There’s a picture of Stella as a teenagerhangingover the
desk in the corner. On the walls are the paintings that
will be in the forthcoming exhibition. I notice that they
are almost all dated ’21 and ’22 – the years immediately
following Stella’s death, aged 50, in December 2020.

I ask Lady Emma if painting helped her manage the
pain of this dreadful time. ‘I definitely find work thera-
peutic,’ she says. ‘If you have a tragedy like that you
can’twork straight awaybut after abit you think, crikey,
I’ve got to get onwith life.Work is a solace. It was a ter-
rible thing tohappenbut youcan’t let it stopyou.’ Imen-
tion that I met Stella once in Paris – I was 18 – and how
kind she’d been to me, how funny. ‘She was a really
wonderful person,’ LadyEmma says. ‘She had a brilliant
garden about an hour and a half east of here. She said
she couldn’t stand the climate this farwest. Youdrop an
inch of rainfall for every mile you drive east of here. So
when she decided she wanted to come back from Paris
andAmerica – she said shewanted to bringher children
up in Scotland – we found her this place called Edrom

‘In the family, the literary overtook the
horticultural. My aunt Nancy – she
wrote the Mitford story. It’s a shame’

CLOCKWISE FROMTOP LEFT Phacelia
campanularia by Emma Tennant. Lady

Emma Cavendish as was, with hermother,
the Duchess of Devonshire, andHarold
Macmillan, in 1953. Fritillaries and grape
hyacinths at Shaws. Isabel and Stella
Tennant in Kelso, Scotland, in 2013
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INSETHoya carnosa by Emma Tennant, below, in her greenhouseHouse in Duns. I knew it because there was a wonder-
ful plant nursery there. She was choosy – she didn’t
want to be near a main road and what not. And it’s not
like in England, where there’s a lovely old vicarage
every few hundred yards. In Scotland the houses are
either huge great Victorian lumps or nothing at all.
Therewas somethingmagic about that place.’

Stella and her husband, David Lasnet, a photogra-
pher turned osteopath, had four children – Marcel,
Cecily, Jasmine and Iris – but ran intomarital difficulties
and separated in the summer of 2020. ‘Anyway, it hap-
pened,’ Lady Emma says. ‘Her marriage broke up, she
got terrible depression, but it’s still amystery really. The
doctor said it was extraordinary and he’d never seen a
case like it. But then nobody understands depression.
Wewerewithher fivedays before she died. She seemed
all right. I thought she seemed a little tired, butwewere
planting trees. We were making gardening plans.
We were looking forward.’ Stella had never spoken
about, let alone attempted, suicide before. ‘It was abso-
lutely triggered by the break-up of her marriage. She
wanted tobe likeus andgoon into old age.’ I can see this
– that it must be hard to have themaritalmodel of Toby
and Lady Emma to live up tto: tthheir complete happiness
in one another’s compaanny, their lloonng love story.

Plants, Emma says, bbringhhope and continuity. Oneof
the signature paintings off tthhe new show is of the beauti-
fulCalanthevestitaorchid. ‘Mynephew’ – this isWilliam
Cavendish, Earl of Burlington – ‘broughtme someup in
full flower lastwinter, in January,’ LadyEmma says. The
orchid is closely associated with Chatsworth, the
Derbyshire country house in which the Dukes and
Duchesses of Devonshire live, and reminds Lady Emma
of her time there. ‘I didn’t grow up at Chatsworth,’ she
says. ‘Myparentsdidn’tmove thereuntil after I’d gone to
university. We had a vicarage in the village. I used to
roam about Chatsworth a great deal, though.’

The calanthe is the spirit flower of Chatsworth, with
the original bulbs brought to the house by the great Sir
Joseph Paxton,whowas head gardener in the service of
the6thDuke from1826 to 1858. ‘Theflowers inmypaint-
ingare thedirect physical descendants ofPaxton’s calan-
thes,’ she says. ‘Calanthes aremarvellous. Theyflower in
midwinter, so theywereverypopular in countryhouses
at Christmas and NewYear. But now they’re really rare.
Whenmyparentsput ona showof them in the ’80s, peo-
ple were really knocked sideways by it. I’ve never dis-
coveredhowmygrandfatherandgreat-grandfatherkept
them going through the two world wars, because you
weren’t allowed to use coal to heat a greenhouse.’

Wemove from the calanthes to auriculas to delphin-
iums. There’s a characteristic Emma Tennant flower –
she loves blues andpinks andyellows, prefers species to
hybrids, enjoys the juxtaposition of the wildly exotic
with the comfortingly familiar. There’s a deeper mes-
sage in this collection, though. Just as Lady Emma is in
a line of horticulturists that passes fromher grandfather
AB Mitford, through her mother to her and Stella
beyond, she is seeking here to position herself in a long
tradition of great floral artists. In doing so, she asks us to
recognise the power and posterity of flower painting.

‘Gardening is so much richer if you
know how these plants got here. Those
wonderful adventurers going to collect
plants from Canada, Chile, China’

In the catalogue, we find alongside Tennant’s paint-
ings a host of other artistswho share her interest in ren-
dering flowerswithwhat the poet Robert Lowell called
‘the grace of accuracy’. There are medieval Books of
Hours, there are the great herbalist painters of the 16th
century – Basilius Besler and Leonhart Fuchs – there’s
Henri Fantin-Latour and Pierre-Joseph Redouté.
Alongside the work of perhaps the best-known floral
painter, Elizabeth Blackadder (several of whose paint-
ings hang in theTennants’ drawing room), there are art-
ists such as ChristopherWood andMary Fedden, who,
while not considered flower painters, sought to portray
plants in away that paid attention togradationsof detail,
looking at themwith a horticulturalist’s eye.

Just before I leave –my taxi driver friend is waiting –
Lady Emma turnsmy attention to another sketch in the
catalogue, again of her beloved auriculas. ‘That onewas
done by Stella,’ she says. ‘She just knocked it off one day.
She must only have been in her teens. She was very
gifted.’Wemakeourwayout into the lowafternoon light.
It hasbegun to rain.Adrift of snowdrops shudders in the
breeze. I drive away fromShaws, lookingbackat thehills
rearing up around it, the noble trees and all the land on
the verge of bursting into spring.Myvisit has convinced
me thatEmmaTennant is a superbandserious artist: her
work is full of depth and beauty; but also that there is a
traditionofhorticultural art that isunjustlymarginalised
and lookeddownupon, and ought to be celebrated.z
Plants for Connoisseurs is at 14 Park Place, London SW1,
17-19May (katiepertwee.com)CO
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