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Icannot remember a time when I did not enjoy drawing,
painting and gardening. I must have been born with a trowel in
one hand and a paintbrush in the other.
I am fascinated by my grandchildren. They are all so different.

One goes straight to the piano, another prefers to play with the
dogs or ride her pony, a third always has her head in a book. When
I was a child, I spent a lot of time hanging around the potting shed.
Luckily my parents’ gardener, Mr Chester, was a man of endless
patience. He taught me to sow seeds and to take cuttings. He grew
fruit and vegetables to perfection, and double-dug the kitchen
garden every year, even though he had lost a leg in W.W.I.

I still use the tools that my grandfather gave me when I was 10.
He was Uncle Matthew in my Aunt Nancy’s novels: a distant
figure in my childhood, but he certainly knew a quality spade and
fork when he saw one. My parents gave me a copy of Bentham
and Hooker’s Handbook of the British Flora for my 8th birthday
in 1951. It was the 7th edition: the first had been published in
1858. The Handbook is illustrated with neat little wood
engravings by Walter Fitch, which I coloured in when I found the
species depicted. Generations of my family had learnt their
botany in this way.

Colouring in drawings of plants is still my favourite
occupation, the difference being that I no longer rely on Fitch’s
engravings, but draw the flowers, fruit and vegetables myself. John
Constable said that a self-taught artist has learnt from a very
ignorant teacher. I have never had formal lessons, but I have
picked the brains of artist friends. David Parfitt taught me how to
look at pictures, which is one way of learning a great deal. The late
Lindy Guinness, a close friend, was a brilliant teacher. She told me
not to worry about mistakes, as one learns so much from them.
When I was drawing with a pencil and rubbing out most of a
morning’s work, she told me to use indelible ink instead.
‘Impossible’, I said, ‘What happens when I make a mistake?’With
typical robustness Lindy told me to grow up and get things right
first time.

I love the fresh transparency of watercolour. I use absorbent
Japanese paper, which is made from the bark of a tree called
Broussonetia papyrifera. The pigment sinks in, enabling one to
add more and more, so as to achieve great depth of colour. One can
add fine detail with a dry brush or splash about with more water so
that the paint bleeds.

I have been strongly influenced by the work of the late
Elizabeth Blackadder, with her free line and bold colour. Of
course, the 18th and 19th century masters like Ehret and Redouté
are always an inspiration, but I have no desire to follow in their
footsteps.

For many years I used a battered old Winsor and Newton
paintbox, and I was sorry when it was stolen in Italy, land of
incredible beauty and skilful thieves. A French relation then gave
me a lovely set of Sennelier paints from Paris. Susie Dugdale,
another artist friend, told me about Winsor and Newton’s series 7
sable brushes, which are still made to Queen Victoria’s own
specification. Each one comes in a box with the name of the
craftsman who made it in Lowestoft.

I am often asked how I choose my subjects. The answer is I
don’t: they choose me. Sometimes I drive for hours to paint a rare
orchid, grown in a greenhouse with a skill that I do not possess. At
other times I pick a wild flower from a hedge, inspired by
memories of plant-hunting as a child, and by David Gentleman’s
ability to find beauty in the commonest weed. But I grow most of
my subjects in my own garden, which means that I know them
very well, and understand them like old friends. Our new King is
not the only gardener who talks to his plants.

I write detailed notes on everything that I paint and include
these notes in my catalogues. Paintings should speak for
themselves, but, at the same time, the more one knows about the
subjects, the more interesting they become. Some of the plants in

Clockwise from top left:
Primula malacoides, watercolour
& ink on paper, 26” x 22”

Lilium canadense, watercolour &
ink on paper, 31” x 19”

Mulberry – Morus nigra,
watercolour & ink on paper,
15” x 12”

Cyclamen persicum, watercolour
& ink on paper, 18” x 22”

Gentiana sino-ornata ‘Alex
Duguid’, watercolour & ink on
paper, 8” x 11”

Lapageria rosea (red form),
watercolour & ink on paper,
12” x 12”

my forthcoming show, Plants for Connoisseurs, were painted in strange
places, like the rare and beautiful Lapageria rosea, which I found growing
wild in the Patagonian rain forest. I picked a single flower, and painted it in
the airport on the way home.

Artists have been inspired by flowers since Classical times, but there is
always something new to say. For me, the point of art is to celebrate the
beauty of creation.

Emma Tennant’s exhibition ‘Plants for Connoisseurs’ is at
14 Park Place, London SW1 from May 17th - 19th
www.katiepertwee.com
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