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Introduction

we close 2012 with an exhibition by Victoria crowe, some forty-two 
years since her first with us. it has been quite a year for Vicky: a new 
monograph by Duncan macmillan has been published and she has had her 
first exhibition with browse & Darby in London. the book is a beautifully 
illustrated history of the artist which pulls the threads of her life together, 
giving insights into her methods and inspiration and bringing us to the 
present, full flowering of her talent. it reminds us of her early education 
in art in London, her coming to edinburgh and adoption as a Scottish 
painter and how her unique way of looking and working has led to the 
expression of a painter of international stature. it seemed fitting to add a 
retrospective element to our plan and so you will see a few key images from 
earlier periods, like the Shepherd’s Life and more recent Plant Memory 
series which are illustrated in the book. the new work seems a faultless 
progression reflecting the different loci of her creative output: west Linton, 
edinburgh and Venice. the distinctive tonality of her work evokes a 
musical analogy; like the dodecaphony of late Stravinsky a profound mood 
is set while her rich and varied palette and iconography takes us to different 
emotional places.

in Venice a mood is evoked just beyond comprehension; textures are 
complex; the city is as much about loss and decay as about beauty and the 
artist’s observations are a journey into her own past as well as the city’s: 
partially revealed, enigmatic insights, emotional rubbings taken from the 
city’s walls, antiquities and vistas. 

in Scotland the patterns of trees against light or as shadows on a pale 
blind continue to inspire her. it is predominantly a wintry vision, the cool 
counterpoint to an italianate landscape near Perugia, the viewer somehow 
secure indoors looking at a garden or hillside laid bare and beautiful but 
with all the cruel potential of a Schubert leide. 

all her work can be read as memento mori but the experience of viewing 
is so much richer; her subject is evolution, both genetic and cultural and the 
contemplative pause that we allow ourselves in front of a work of art is what 
makes us what we are.

GUY PePLoe
Director, The Scottish Gallery
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Known and Imagined World
2012, oil on linen, 101.6 x 127 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe  
by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p177

“the mirror gives us two chances to understand, 
to see but it can also be taken to imply that the 
visible world may simply be a part of a great 
illusion or that we can only see beyond matter to 
the world of the spirit, as through a glass darkly.” 
mary Sarah on Victoria crowe’s work.
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Painting and Drawing Lilies
2012, oil on board, 32 x 50 cms

“a Victoria crowe painting typically starts with 
observation, very often of the natural world.”
Susan mansfield, Scottish Review of Books, 
volume 8, number 3, 2012
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Quince and Mappa Mundi
2012, oil on board, 50.75 x 45.5 cms
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Winter Screen II
2012, mixed media, 79 x 118 cms
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Rosa Proprina Visits the Back Garden in Winter
2012, oil on linen, 76.2 x 101.6 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p152
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Winter Caveat
2010-11, oil on linen, 127 x 127 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p156
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Tree Snow Study
2011, oil on paper, 52.1 x 73.7 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p148
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Pentland Landscape
1970, ink and mixed media on paper, 54.6 x 74.9 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p26

“She [Victoria crowe] had found a landscape that suited her. it was 
dramatic certainly. it was spare and austere, too, as her painting had 
already often been, but the special quality that perhaps drew such a 
response from her was the way that it defied all the familiar tropes of 
representational landscape painting. She herself said of these pictures,  

‘i liked the transforming nature of the snow – the commonplace becomes 
strangely different, the familiar contours of the field and hill become 
softened and unsure’.” 
Duncan macmillan
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p29
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Back Garden Monksview
1971, oil on board, 71 x 91.4 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 
2012, p35

“the views from Kittleyknowe and the light 
on the landscape were a constant in Victoria 
crowe’s new life, but her first drawing of it was 
modest enough. it is a pencil drawing of a stark 
winter tree, a washing line, a hut and the trunk 
of a dead tree, still standing, but its branches 
lopped. the drawing, which she also developed 
into a painting, is both under and over a white 
wash. this effect gives a sense of the layering of 
things in a way that is more mental than simply 
atmospheric. the surface suggests flux and so the 
picture combines the transience that we know is 
part of such a scene with the permanence that we 
feel it must have.” 
Duncan macmillan
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p34
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Jenny at Home [A Shepherd’s Life]
1982, watercolour, 49.5 x 39.4 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 
2012, p61

“Jenny armstrong was born in 1903 at the farm of 
lower Pentland Hills. Victoria crowe’s pictures 
pay tribute to the life and work of this individual 
and at the same time record a rural way of life, 
once common, but now changing so fast that it 
has evolved beyond recognition.” 
John Leighton and James Holloway
A Shepherd’s Life: Paintings of Jenny Armstrong 
by Victoria Crowe, Scottish National Portrait 
Gallery, 2000

Jenny at Home

what shall we do with the days wherein we have dwelt,  
 my bonie Dearie?

Days of your father, anywhere out on the moor. 

Days of salt and straw.

Days of stalwart woman you were yourself among yowe and wether.

what shall we do with the days, halt now but? 

Hither and yon.

 ca’ them home,  
my bonie Dearie, that have been well borne.

Gillian allnutt
How the Bicycle Shone, bloodaxe books, 2007

“Victoria reckons she only once painted a true 
portrait of her shepherd friend… the one portrait 
she did paint of Jenny is in watercolour. She is 
seated in her chair. Sunlight on a yellow curtain 
illuminates her face from the right. the window 
itself is unseen and the rest of the room is in 
shadow. Jenny is facing us, but with an inward 
expression, her blue eyes look past us and seem 
not to be focussed on anything in particular. 
Perhaps in this portrait it is we, the observers, 
who are absent. Jenny armstrong is alone in her 
room, just as she lived.”
Duncan macmillan
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p61
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Celebration for Margaret, the Fraser Boy and all the Rest
1984, watercolour and acrylic on paper, 54.5 x 73.6cms

illustrated: A Shepherd’s Life: Paintings of Jenny Armstrong by Victoria 
Crowe, Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 2000, p52

“For years the room had been Victoria crowe’s inspiration. She speaks of ‘its 
contents and possibilities revealing themselves slowly as Jenny and i sat 
and talked’. Since for her, source material for a picture comes from memory, 
observation and countless sketches, the recent changes at monks cottage 
were soon scrutinised in drawings, noted in sketchbooks and stored in 
her mind’s eye as part of the continuing production of what had become a 
visual diary – now revivified by Jenny’s return.” 
mary taubman
A Shepherd’s Life: Paintings of Jenny Armstrong by Victoria Crowe,  
Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 2000, p50
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“Victoria crowe has spoken about how ‘the light in that room, whether 
from within or without, silhouetted, encompassed, emphasized, obscured, 
enfolded, animated or revealed the objects, surfaces and inhabitants of 
that room’. this ambitious objective is achieved in three monochrome 
studies done in charcoal and chalk, originally undertaken simply as tonal 
investigations for larger oil paintings. Glowing with light, they are among 
the most complex and striking pictures to emerge from her prolonged 
study of the room.”
mary taubman
A Shepherd’s Life: Paintings of Jenny Armstrong by Victoria Crowe,  
Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 2000, p53

Interior with Birdcage, Monks Cottage
1986, charcoal and conte on paper, 49.5 x 43 cms

No 37 in Shepherd’s Life exhibition at the Scottish 
National Portrait Gallery (16 February - 28 may 2000) 
and at the Fleming collection, London 2009.
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Jenny in the Shadows
1986, charcoal and conte on paper, 71 x 51 cms

No 39 in Shepherd’s Life exhibition at Scottish 
National Portrait Gallery (16 February - 28 may 2000) 
and at the Fleming collection, London 2009.
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Study for the portrait of R.D. Laing
1984, mixed media on handmade paper, 50.8 x 40.6cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p64
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“i’ve painted many people – from analysts like winifred [rushforth] and ronnie [Laing] to academics, 
poets, musicians, researchers and actors – and never have the personal barriers been so laid aside and 
the protected persona so discarded by the sitter as when working with r.D. Laing.”
Victoria crowe
R.D. Laing, Creative Destroyer, edited by bob mullan, 1997

Photograph: michael walton, 1984
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the sun that rises
Upon one earth
Sets on another.
Swiftly the flowers
are waxing and waning,
the tall yellow iris
Unfolds its corolla
as primroses wither,
Scrolls of fern
Unrolls and midges
Dance for an hour
in the evening air,
the brown moth
From its pupa emerges
and the lark’s bones
Fall apart in the grass

Kathleen raine
Collected Poems 1935-1980, allen & Unwin, 1981



Plant Memory



Iris Albicans
2004, watercolour study, 35.6 x 25.4 cms

illustrated: Plant Memory by Victoria crowe, 2007, royal Scottish academy, p12  
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p110

“in 2004 Victoria was elected Scholar to St catharine’s college. around this time she also received 
the royal Scottish academy Sir william Gillies bequest award which made it possible for her to 
make valuable study visits to cambridge and Venice to experience there the wonderful archives of 
herbals and historic collections of plants. our advantage is to witness, not a process, but an activity 
which is driven by a need for understanding based on a fascination with this natural world and also 
the history of human efforts to contribute to man’s knowledge.” 
bill Scott
Plant Memory by Victoria crowe, 2007, p3
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Iris Orientalis
2004, watercolour, 34.5 x 50 cms

illustrated: Plant Memory by Victoria crowe, 
2007, royal Scottish academy, p12
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Madonna Lily
2007, pencil on handmade Japanese paper, 101.6 x 50.8 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p111

“i made the Lilium Candidum studies to record forms of this flower in 
addition to the art historical lily and the ‘real’ three dimensional plant. 
the specimens i chose were unexpected in that the information about 
leaf structure, the grouping and the faded brown flowers of the specimens 
made the impact and strangeness more telling. in art these lilies are used as 
symbols of purity and peace in association with the Virgin mary, but before 
that they were symbols of the goddess isis, and subsequently the black 
madonnas. the polygonatum is again a marian symbol. it’s a plant i have 
used in many still life paintings in its three dimensional dried form, now 
colourless, and i wanted to find some refreshed imagery.” 
Victoria crowe
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Inflorescence

“inspired by the herbals and early plant manuscripts, i worked on a series of ‘open-book’ images, 
each one a unique mixed media piece, over-printed with a sketch-book matrix. in collaboration with 
robert adam and carol robertson of Graal Press, i also produced an artist’s book – ‘inflorescence’.  
a limited edition of 10 books, Inflorescence exists as an object somewhere between a diary and 
a missal, a sketchbook and a book of hours. there’s no didactic logic to it – it evolves and is held 
together by visual and symbolic links. it’s a tactile experience made with about 20 hand-made papers 
ranging from fine tissue to heavy embossed paper. it was hand-bound in Venice; it is meant to be 
precious – to be a contemplative experience and an antidote to the form of knowledge presented 
through plastic screen and cold text. its images are either hand-drawn, silk screen printed, collaged 
or etched, each book subtly different.”
Victoria crowe
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p115

Viola Stagnina
2007, 21 x 30 cms, artist’s book Inflorescence

illustrated: Victoria crowe, Plant Memory, rSa, 2007, p42
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Hand Shadow and Iris
2007, 21 x 30 cms, artist’s book Inflorescence

illustrated: Victoria crowe, Plant Memory, rSa, 2007, p45
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Isis Madonna
2006, mixed media, approx 19 x 24 cms

illustrated: Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p117
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Five Species, Senecio Paludosis (Fen Wort)
2005, mixed media on paper, 34.5 x 50 cms

illustrated: The Great Fen, 2006, Langford Press, p83
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Arcobaleno
2005, mixed media, 28.5 x 106.8 cms

illustrated: Victoria crowe, Plant Memory, rSa, 2007, p25
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Orchid Drawing
2012, oil and pencil on paper, 51 x 29 cms
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New Works on Paper



Artichokes
2012, watercolour, 16 x 29.5 cms

“Living on the Giudecca, we see the panorama of Venice, separated from 
us by the deep Giudecca canal. From the studio terrace, this vantage point 
is wonderful to draw from, but also to think about Venice, its history and 
artifacts. the distance from the very heart of the city seems to give one 
time to more fully reflect upon it. in a recent group of works i have used 
the skyline of the city as a kind of framework in which to refer to the many 
other associations and memories of the city.” 
Victoria crowe
Victoria Crowe by Duncan macmillan, 2012, p139
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Aspects of the City: Reflections and Artichokes
2012, mixed media on paper, 39.5 x 49.5 cms
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Venetian Façade
2012, ink on handmade paper, 50.5 x 66.5 cms

“i became fascinated by some of the façades in the 
city, i just wanted to look at that amazing surface 
and texture. of course the best way of looking 
became to draw – not to make a drawing with a 
finished image in mind, but to try and understand 
the randomness of pattern and texture of the 
façade through recording my eyes’ movement 
across it. the very fine, thin papers i’ve used 
for drawings of Venice are deliberately fragile – 
they become a little torn by the wind as i work 

– rubbed as i carry them – a parallel to the age of 
the buildings and structures themselves. i like 
to present these drawings very carefully – laying 
them down with reversible, acid neutral eVa 
onto conservation board – little relics of the city 
and my thoughts preserved.” 
Victoria crowe, august 2012
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Palazzo, Giudecca
2012, mixed media on paper, 44 x 26 cms
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Towards Redentore
2012, mixed media, 25 x 45 cms
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Wellhead, Campo SS. Giovanni e Paolo
2011, ink on handmade paper, 21.2 x 66.5 cms
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The City Reflected
2012, collograph, silkscreen and intaglio, 39 x 48 cms
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Long Histories
2012, mixed media, 35.5 x 42 cms
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Spiders, Study
2012, pencil on handmade paper, 29.6 x 21 cms
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Dragonfly Study
2012, pencil and wash, 21 x 29.8 cms
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“Notes, sketchbooks and initial drawings are important to all artists – in my sketchbooks i consider 
ideas and images and tend to draw and reference many things which do not necessarily become 
developed into paintings, but which have a richness, humour and spontaneity about them that i want 
to use. i have developed the idea of groups of works which look like opened sketchbooks – small 
scale, mixed media pieces with an etched book matrix over each one. with these works i can present 
a whole range of responses… the daft chaos of the Sacca Fisola market; the transient early morning 
light on the monoprix lorry (on its own barge) en route to Giudecca; architectural and art historical 
references; the odd assortment of dogs, so beloved to the Venetians; the juxtaposition of black 
branches and silver frost in the winter garden.”
Victoria crowe, august 2012

Hut on the Water, Pelestrina
2012, mixed media on paper, 19 x 24 cms
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Early Morning Transport, Giudecca Canal
2012, mixed media on paper, 19 x 24 cms
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Garden in Winter
2011, mixed media on paper, 19 x 24 cms
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Changing Light
2012, mixed media on paper, 14 x 37 cms
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Cotoneaster in the Snow
2011, mixed media on paper, 23 x 31 cms
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Hillside, Italy
2011, watercolour, 31 x 43.5 cms
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Pentlands, Winter Hillside
2006, mixed media on paper, 16.5 x 27 cms
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Pine and Gold Flecked Tree, November
2011, mixed media, 39 x 46 cms
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Solstice, Trees and Ice
2012, collograph and intaglio, 50 x 40 cms
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Hillside, Beyond Perugia 
2011, inks, wash and acrylic, 56 x 74.5 cms
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Tree drawing
2011, pencil on paper, 22.5 x 31.5 cms
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Palazzo façade, La Giudecca
2012, mixed media on paper, 27 x 35 cms

Mosaic Floor
2012, mixed media on paper, 27 x 35 cms
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“i’ve made drawings and watercolours of the mosaics in San Donato on murano, in torcello and in 
the roman city of aquilea. when i began working in St mark’s (see overleaf ) i initially made lots 
of line drawings of the interior over several years without using them. i just wanted to explore that 
treasury of styles, a rich mix of late antiquity and christian imagery. i became more interested in the 
unexpected and symbolic aspects of the mosaics. the illumination of the vaults and lunettes changes 
with the sun, throwing different subjects into sharp definition. i loved the text within the mosaics – 

‘delegate from mesopotamia…’ etc and the spitting winged devils, the burning man, the lonely prophet 
on his stylised mountain… when i began these paintings, i wanted to convey the richness of colour 
changing throughout the course of days and seasons and at the same time to suggest the huge age of 
the earliest mosaics. as the studio in Venice has a terrace off, i could work outside with pure, very wet 
watercolours on thin but immensely strong wenzhou paper. with some acrylic and collage added, the 
paper was saturated with layers of watercolour and hung in the wind to dry. the way these colours 
were absorbed and resisted by the other elements echoed my thoughts on the richness of light and 
shadow on the gold backed mosaics.”
Victoria crowe, august 2012

Mosaics Aquilea – head and pheasant
2012, mixed media on paper, 27 x 35 cms
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Burning Man near Paradise
2010-11, mixed media on paper, 17.5 x 25 cms

Spitting Devil, Burning Man
2010-11, mixed media on paper, 17.5 x 25.5 cms
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Either side of Paradise
2010-11, mixed media on paper, 17.5 x 27 cms

Visitors from Mesopotamia
2010-11, mixed media on paper, 16.5 x 24.5 cms
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Victoria crowe studied at Kingston School of art from 1961-65 and then at 
the royal college of art, London, from 1965-68. at her postgraduate show 
she was invited by Sir robin Philipson to teach at edinburgh college of art. 
For 30 years she worked as a part-time lecturer in the School of Drawing 
and Painting while developing her own artistic practice.

She is a member of the royal Scottish academy (rSa) and the royal 
Scottish Society of Painters in watercolours (rSw). She has shown widely 
throughout the UK, with regular solo shows at the thackeray Gallery, 
London, and in particular with the Scottish Gallery since 1970.

She has undertaken many important portrait commissions and her 
work can be seen in university and government collections, as well as the 
National Portrait Gallery, London; the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 
edinburgh; and the Danish National Portrait Gallery.

in 2000 her exhibition A Shepherd’s Life, consisting of work collected 
from the 1970s and 80s, was one of the National Galleries of Scotland’s 
millennium exhibitions. it received great acclaim and went on to tour. 
the exhibition was subsequently regathered in 2009 for a three month 
showing at the Fleming collection, London. a tapestry was commissioned 
from the Dovecot Studios to celebrate the exhibition. this coincided with 
a retrospective and current collection of work, Overview, at the Fine art 
Society, London.

Victoria was awarded an obe for Services to art in 2004 and from 
2004-07 was a senior visiting scholar at St catherine’s college, cambridge. 
the resulting body of work, Plant Memory, was shown as a solo show at the 
rSa in 2007 and subsequently toured Scotland.

in 2009 she received an Honorary Degree from the University 
of aberdeen and in 2010 was elected a Fellow of the royal Society of 
edinburgh. Dovecot Studios, who celebrate their centenary in 2012,  
are currently weaving a large-scale tapestry of ‘Large tree Group’.  
the painting is an important work from the Shepherd’s Life series.

Her work is in public and private collections worldwide.
She lives and works in edinburgh, the Scottish borders and Venice.
For full details of her cV and other information on the artist, please go 

to: www.victoriacrowe.com 

Victoria Crowe 
obe, DHc, FrSe, ma(rca), rSa, rSw 
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Victoria Crowe
Duncan macmillan
Published by antique collectors’ club
Price: £35.00

Saturday 1st December
Victoria Crowe and Duncan Macmillan  
in conversation 
11am – 12 noon
book signing between 12 – 2pm

this is the first complete monograph on Victoria 
crowe’s work to date, and is written by writer 
and art critic Duncan macmillan. the author 
considers the work of one of Scotland’s leading 
painters from her earliest days at Kingston 
School of art, through to her most recent 
commissions, setting it in the wider context of 
artistic thought. Her full range of work iscovered, 
including still lifes, portraits, landscapes and 
interiors.

the artist’s studies at the royal college of art, 
her move to Scotland, the Kittleyknowe years and 
A Shepherd’s Life exhibition are all discussed, as 
are Plant Memory and the impact of her travels 
abroad, particularly italy. in the latter part of the 
book, the focus moves to the artist’s most recent 
work, including a reflective series of Venetian 
pictures and a significant group of numinous 
winter landscapes.

The Author: Duncan macmillan HrSa, FrSe 
is Professor emeritus at the Department of 
Fine art at the University of edinburgh. He was 
Director of the talbot rice Gallery (1979-2004). 
He has been art critic for The Scotsman since 
1994. Previous publications include: Scottish 
Art 1460- 1990, Elizabeth Blackadder and F.C.B. 
Cadell: The Life and Works of a Scottish Colourist 
1883 - 1937.
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right: Blue Faced Leicester Tups, February
c.1990, pencil, oil, pastel and watercolour, 21 x 28.5 cms

exhibited: A Shepherd’s Life, Paintings of Jenny Armstrong by Victoria 
Crowe, the Fleming collection, London (13 January – 21 march 2009)
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