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Perhaps art graduates today have to make a more 
robust case and undergo greater scrutiny to become 
contemporary artists able to describe their practice 
as painting. Those who paint certainly have to jostle 
for position amongst the array of other seductive 
possibilities – but those who manage that well, do not 
react against it, but navigate their work within it where 
the distinctions become irrelevant. 

Calum McClure is a young artist whose painting practice 
remains ancient and familiar in subject and handling.  
Yet at its heart is a discourse which completely belongs 
in the present, speaking to contemporary sensibilities 
about light, place, reflection, beauty and nature with  
an apparent effortless swagger. It is easy to see that 
Andrew Wyeth was an early influence, but also, like 
many who have studied painting over the last twenty 
years, he has found solace in the work of Peter Doig 
who, perhaps more than any other contemporary artist, 
allowed us to find a way to make paintings which look 
forward rather than dwell on the past. Alongside Doig, 
Calum continually returns to the work and wisdom of 
David Hockney.

CM: Both have more of a pop feel about their work  
than I do. Hockney uses more design in his work such 
as in ‘A Bigger Splash’ even the way in which he has 
painted the splash itself. He is always championing 
drawing, which I think is of huge importance too, 
and both (Hockney and Doig) aren’t afraid of an 
aesthetically beautiful painting.’

This fear of ‘an aesthetically beautiful painting’ will  
be a familiar trope to many of us who draw and paint 
illusion; no one wants to be the one whose work  
gets called ‘decorative’ or ‘belle peinture’ or avoids  
more serious interrogation of subjects and themes.  
That Calum is already well known for his exquisite and 
dexterous handling of fluid reflections, without baggage 
or sentiment, is testament as much to his maturity  
as an artist with vision as to his skill as a painter. 

CM: When I get in the zone everything else is a 
background noise and I start to tune out of what  
is on the radio and going on around me. When I begin 
I concentrate on putting on washes and how the 
paint is sitting on the board or canvas, or plate if I am 
monotyping. This sometimes takes a few attempts,  
and it’s never as simple as just filling in areas with  
colour. The paint has to be interesting in itself, even  
at this stage. From then on it’s a balancing act between 
what is there and the images I am working from.  
I think about parts of the painting like weight and this 
continues the balancing act of how different parts  
speak to each other. I’m constantly adjusting between 
too balanced and imbalanced.

Calum has been around artists and Scottish art all  
his life; his grandfather was David McClure, one of 
Scotland’s most significant twentieth century figurative 
and landscape painters and a contemporary of  
Elizabeth Blackadder, John Houston and David Michie. 

Calum’s father is Robin McClure, former co-director of 
The Scottish Gallery and now agent for David McClure’s 
estate and art promoter. And yet to Calum there 
appears to be no heavy burden of expectation. 

CM: I continually look back at his (David McClure) work 
for inspiration. I’m one generation removed from his 
work and what I’m doing is quite different, so I guess 
that helps me not feel any pressure from what he did. 
Grandad’s house always felt like something other. 
It was full of strange objects. The house had many 
oddities: swallows in bell jars; a clay green man on the 
bathroom door; his studio, which stank of linseed and 
turpentine; a huge dark piano; all manner of paintings. 
I guess having seen all of this, at an early age, I knew 
it was possible to be an artist. Dad (Robin McClure) 
has always encouraged me to do what I want and is 
very enthusiastic about my work. It has always helped 
having dad there, not only to talk about art in general 
but also to understand how the whole process of 
running a commercial art gallery worked. 

For Calum, light and reflection continue to be his main 
preoccupation. I have been fortunate in recent months  
to both show alongside and curate his work and have 
been staggered by how much his confidence and 
assurance has increased in this short time in the way 
he constructs his paintings. He takes us not just to the 
places he paints, but to the intimate human experiences 
and ponderings these places evoke in us all. He has a 
deftness of touch, he skillfully deploys unorthodox notions 
of composition and has a mastery of understated tonal  
changes. This culminates in work which reveals a 
distinctive vision of the natural world which avoids many 
of the overused motifs of landscape painting.

CM: Light and reflection really help me achieve an 
atmosphere and sense of place. I think of my painting 
as more localised and specific in feel, than the big 
vistas and seascapes that are more traditional in 
Scottish landscape painting. The places I choose are 
usually quite important also, places with a particular 
history such as country estates and botanic gardens. 

This new body of work at The Scottish Gallery 
demonstrates an artist who has come of age and 
one who has blown off the tag of ‘one to watch’. He is 
becoming one of Scotland’s best landscape painters not 
least because his work will not be defined as Scottish 
landscape painting, but as contemporary art, free of  
the burden of legacy and unashamedly about looking  
at light, beauty and refection as if for the first time.  

Robbie Bushe 
Artist  /  President, Visual Arts Scotland (2013 – present)  / 
Lecturer and Short Course Organiser, Art and Design, 
University of Edinburgh

INTRODUCTION – SHEDDING FRESH LIGHT ON LAND AND WATER
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NOCTURNES AND BOTANIC GARDENS

The central theme to the exhibition is something fleeting, 
whether it is a reflection in a pond or train window;  
a ‘between image’ from a film still; or a nocturne of 
fading light. Painting lends itself to this expression, 
because unlike other art forms it is fixed, a still image. 
When reading a novel the narrative shifts and comes 
to a conclusion and the same can be said of music and 
film, but it is not this moving from one state to another 
which is my focus – I am trying to capture specific 
moments in time. Many of the works were made after I 
visited Benmore Botanic Garden in Argyll, where I found 
inspiration in its botanical specimens, particularly its 
Japanese Katsura tree. 

Since my last exhibition at The Scottish Gallery my work 
has become looser, more free and bolder. In some pieces 
the plants and landscape have been reduced to simple 
forms, abstract impressions, mere marks, feints and colour 
fields. Although I wish to retain something of the original 
image, this is a constant balancing act, a push and pull 
of where the source image ends and the picture image 
begins. Much of this is due to a shift in media, from pencil 
and paper to etching and monotype. By its nature the 
monotype process is quick and spontaneous, with images 
being completed in a matter of hours. This lends itself to 
accidental and varied mark making (and a fair number  
of failures; the monotype process is a good exercise  
in humility).

I produce my monotypes on a steel plate, to which I then 
apply etching inks before running it through a press onto 
slightly dampened paper. Extender and turpentine  
are used so that the inks become fluid and can be worked 
freely; the result is effectively a printed painting. Whereas 
painting is more of an accumulative process, with layers  
of paint one on another – the monotype process is 
reductive. Colour fields can be applied with brushes, 
rags, and rollers before sections are wiped clean again 
with turpentine. The surface of the printed image is more 
luminous with inks becoming translucent, in some cases 
closer to watercolour than oil. The result, I hope, is a 
fresher, more contemporary looking final image. 

This process has in turn influenced my painting, which has 
become more spontaneous and broader. Colour is more 
to the fore, and I have used turpentine to bleach out areas, 
wiping and scrubbing to remove wet paint. I have found 
that working across media has helped and informed  
each practice. 
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MOVEMENT AND ‘BETWEEN IMAGE’ MONOTYPES

In Alpine View and French View the subjects, themes  
of light and reflection have been coupled with 
movement. Both images use photographs taken  
of a train window as starting points. The complexity  
of the initial photograph with its interplay of what is 
outside the window, on the window itself, and the 
reflection of the inside of the carriage is challenging  
and suited to a spontaneous abstract approach.  
The practice of working from side to side with various 
rollers, rags and brushes along with the rolling of  
the plate through the press, perhaps helps add to  
a sense of movement, the image being blurred, lost  
and left behind, just glimpsed. 

The idea of a ‘between image’ is one I have been 
working on in various ways; in another piece I took stills 
from films at the moment one image bled into another  
at a scene change. The source image for Pontoon is 
from a Tears for Fears music video at the point where 
one image comes into focus. I quite like the fact that the 
source image itself is not of any significance to me.  
The images and photographs, which are the source  
of the works that make up this exhibition, are collected  
at random and from a wide variety of places including:  
film stills, pictures ripped from books and magazines, 
and other photographs taken whilst walking. Recently, 
I was sorting through some old sketchbooks and study 
material from college and came across an image of 
another pontoon, from which I have started an etching. 
There is rarely any overall design in my approach to  
an exhibition; my process is organic and impulsive.

BOTANICS

As with past exhibitions many of the images have been 
taken from botanic gardens – specifically Benmore 
Botanic Garden, in Argyll. The garden is surrounded by 
a landscape typical of the west coast, and its botanical 
species are aliens amongst the native flora and fauna. 
The clash and interaction of these plants creates an  
intriguing tapestry from which an image is then 
assembled. I still feel the draw of places created to be 
aesthetically appealing. In many ways my paintings of 
these places are a reworking of a landscape gardener’s 
initial work. The specimens being so out of place leads 
me on to thinking where the plants came from, and 
alludes to Britain’s place in the world in the latter half  
of the 19th and early 20th century. Benmore like many 
parks and gardens in conception, perhaps displays 
initially the owner’s vanity, egoism and wealth but also 
their interest in conservation and scientific study.  
These places can be interpreted as an early open-air 
museum, or cabinet of curiosities where visitors came to 
view trees and plants collected from around the Empire. 

NOCTURNE

As with the motif of reflection nocturne allows for  
a study of light. In Dark Pool, Nocturne, I wanted to retain 
only minimal drawing elements and flatten the form in 
certain areas of the picture. This meant that tone and 
colour became the more dominant components of 
the work, and so time was spent choosing and mixing 
colour, seeing how it looked on paper – before applying 
it to the plate. In this monotype I have over-printed with 
a single wash-like colour, which covers the whole image.  
The orange here was used to unify the picture and  
give the impression of glowing crepuscular light, it 
modifies the stark white of the paper and the colours 
already printed. Although much more depictive in  
style, Falling Leaves, Benmore was made from a similar 
image as that of Dark Pool, Nocturne. The slightly uneasy 
dark phthalo green was used to signify both the invasive 
plant species such as the rhododendrons present in 
Benmore, and the dark colour of a nocturne scene.

ETCHINGS

Over the past year and a half I have been working 
on a number of etchings at the Glasgow Print Studio. 
This medium has opened up a whole variety of 
techniques, everything from simple hard ground line 
etchings like The Hermitage and Dark Pool, Benmore, 
to more complex techniques including sugar lift and 
more varied mark making using soft ground. Katsura, 
Benmore was produced using a series of aquatints and 
burnishing areas back to form the leaf pattern, along 
with hard grounds to form the structure and tracery 
of the branches. Larger plates Water, Benmore and 
Nocturne, The Glen were made using the more painterly 
techniques of soft ground and sugar lift. Sugar lift has 
suited my painting style well. This technique involves  
a bottle of Camp Coffee, a sugary syrup like mixture 
which is usually added to milk to make a coffee like 
drink. This mixture is painted onto an aquatinted plate 
and then covered in straw-hat varnish. When this varnish 
is dry, boiling water is poured onto the plate so that the 
sugar dissolves and ‘lifts’ the varnish exposing the plate 
so it can then be bitten by the acid. At this stage further 
mark making can be made with etching tools and 
methylated spirit into the straw-hat varnish. 





OILS
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1. Abstract Yellow Reflection, 2015, oil on board, 30 x 24 cms 2. Approaching Dusk, Goldbekkanal, Hamburg, 2014, oil on board, 170 x 120 cms
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3. Benmore, Japanese Print, 2015, oil on canvas, 50 x 60 cms 4. Bright Avenue Reflection, 2015, oil on board, 170 x 100 cms
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5. Canal Reflection, Glasgow, 2015, oil on board, 24 x 30 cms
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6. Falling Leaves, Benmore, 2014, oil on board, 40 x 50 cms
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7. Moving Orange Light, 2015, oil on canvas, 24 x 18 cms
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8. Moonlight Nocturne, Lucca, 2014, oil on canvas, 36 x 26 cms
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9. Nocturne I, Lucca, 2014, oil on canvas, 30 x 40 cms
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10. Nocturne II, Lucca, 2014, oil on canvas, 18 x 24 cms
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11. Nocturne III, Lucca, 2014, oil on canvas, 18 x 24 cms
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12. Orange Dusk, 2015, oil on board, 50 x 60 cms
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13. Rain, Kew Gardens, 2015, oil on board, 24 x 30 cms
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14. The Deluge II, 2015, oil on canvas, 90 x 95 cms
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15. Californian Nocturne, 2015, oil on board, 61 x 46 cms 16. View Across The Pond II, 2015, oil on canvas, 122 x 76 cms
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17. Rain, The Hermitage, 2015, oil on board, 30.5 x 23 cms
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MONOTYPES
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18. Abstract Water Reflection, 2015, monotype, 85.5 x 60 cms
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19. Alpine View, 2015, monotype, 60 x 42.5 cms
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20. Benmore Abstract I, 2015, monotype, 60 x 60 cms
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21. Benmore Abstract II, 2015, monotype, 60 x 60 cms
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22. Blue and Orange, 2015, monotype, 42.5 x 60 cms
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23. Blue Boat, Rain Nocturne, 2015, monotype, 42.5 x 60 cms
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24. Dark Rain Nocturne, 2015, monotype, 42.5 x 60 cms
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25. French View, 2015, monotype, 42.5 x 60 cms
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26. From Across the Pond, Benmore, 2015, monotype, 85.5 x 60 cms
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27. Pollok Park, Reflection I, 2015, monotype, 60 x 42.5 cms
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28. Pollok Park, Reflection II, 2015, monotype, 60 x 42.5 cms
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29. Pontoon, 2015, monotype & watercolour, 60 x 85.5 cms
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30. Between the Hothouses, 2015, monotype, 29 x 40 cms
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31. The Way to London, 2015, monotype, 42.5 x 60 cms
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32. Waterloo Park, 2015, monotype, 60 x 42.5 cms





ETCHINGS
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33. Katsura, Benmore, 2015, etching, 17 x 25 cms, edition of 20
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34. Pinetum, Cammo, 2015, etching, 22 x 30 cms, edition of 20
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35. Scott in the Pond, 2015, etching, 20 x 30 cms, edition of 20



51

36. The Hermitage I, 2015, etching, 43 x 30 cms, edition of 40
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37. Walkway, Kew, 2015, etching, 15 x 20 cms, edition of 20
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38. Light Shadows in The Botanics, 2015, etching, 55 x 59 cms, edition of 40
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39. Water, Benmore, 2015, etching, 55 x 59 cms, edition of 40
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40. Hobby House and Ripples, 2015, etching, 29.5 x 31.5 cms, edition of 12
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2010

Graduated in Drawing and Painting  
from Edinburgh College of Art

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2011 

New Paintings and Drawings 
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2013

Monotypes  
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2014

Reflection  
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2016

Nocturnes and Botanic Gardens 
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
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GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2010

Graduates 2010: A selection of work  
by Six UK art college graduates  
Albemarle Gallery, London

RSA Open Exhibition  
Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh

Mixed Christmas Exhibition 
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2011 

New Contemporaries 
Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh

Art Toronto 11th International Art Fair 
Toronto, Canada (with The Scottish Gallery)

The Scottish Gallery at the Caledonian Club 
The Caledonian Club, London

RSA Open Exhibition 
Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh

Mixed Christmas Exhibition 
The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh

2012

Summer Exhibition 
Royal Academy of Arts, London  
(invited artist section  
– curated by Barbara Rae RA)

Summer Exhibition  
Mellerstain House Gallery

2016

W Gordon Smith Award 
Dovecot Studio, Edinburgh
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Duncan Macmillan, The Scotsman
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2012 

Calum McClure on how winning the  
Jolomo Award has changed his life  
Susan Mansfield
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