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The View from Lochee

Michael McVeigh in his Edinburgh studio, 2016. Photograph: Stephen Dunn

The Romanticism, Folklore and Fantasy of Michael McVeigh is
the artist’s first major solo exhibition. He is a figurative 
painter and printmaker who has lived and worked in 
Edinburgh since 1982, a modern day folk artist who depicts 
the world around him, a participant observer who has created 
a naive/sophisticated setting for contemporary life and 
history. Above all, McVeigh’s work depicts Scotland, focusing 
particularly on city life, with all its subcultures and traditions. 
Edinburgh streets, Scottish pipes and drums, harbour scenes 
and pubs, fisherfolk and folk musicians come together in a 
romantic vision of Scotland which is both real and imagined.

Michael McVeigh was born in 1957 in the post-war council 
estate of Lochee, Dundee located on the north west of the 
city, one of five children. He attended Dryburgh Primary 
School and Rockwell High School but left school with 
no formal qualifications. McVeigh chose to look outside 
school for interest and says of his formative years that 
he was ‘brought up in a zoo’ – volunteering at the nearby 
Camperdown Country Park helping to look after the bear 
and other animals during summer holidays and weekends. 
McVeigh developed a love for horses which became one of 
his first subjects seen in a field near his home. While the 
school curriculum passed him by he absorbed the sights, 
stories and street knowledge around him, seeking alternative 
ways of living in the world beyond the normal, expected 
social conventions. 

McVeigh wanted to be an artist and so began, unannounced, 
going to classes at Duncan of Jordanstone Art College, his 

presence being challenged eventually. James Morrison, then 
one of the lecturers, formalised  his position and accepted 
him as a full-time student based only on his drawings and 
painting. He was also seen by Alberto Morrocco, the college 
head. McVeigh told him that he wanted to be an artist. 
Morrocco said ‘There’s only one artist in Scotland – and 
that’s me. So you’ll be the second.’ McVeigh’s main support 
and influence at art college was the artist/tutor John 
Johnstone. At the time, under a set of distinguished teachers 

– Morrocco, Morrison, Johnstone, McClure – Dundee 
Art College had begun to produce artists of interest and 
occasional distinction – Calum Colvin, David Mach, Philip 
Braham, Ian Hughes and later David Cook, Stephen Bird and 
Derrick Guild. Not that the city of ‘Jam, Jute and Journalism’ 
had been an entirely artistic desert. Dundee had a business 
class which had made money, and had at least channelled 
some of that money into art. The Fleming Collection, from 
the banking family and the more esoteric Keillor Collection 
of surrealist painters – bought with money made from 
marmalade and jam. 

Michael McVeigh stood out as different. Sartre once said 
there were two questions one should ask any writer or artist 

– ‘Why do you write/paint? And for whom?’ McVeigh just 
drew and painted because he had to. There is something 
of the medieval chronicler about him; he draws and paints 
what is there, and what is worth depicting because it is an 
essential, occasionally quirky, part of human existence. He 
also draws and has drawn an older Scotland, referencing 
painters like Wilkie, Alexander Carse or Howe, the latter 
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now almost forgotten – showing country fairs and gatherings. 
But contemporary themes dominate, such as miners working 
underground, football matches, crowds of drunken revellers – 
even the opening of the Scottish Parliament.

After completing his studies at Duncan of Jordanstone, 
McVeigh secured a studio at WASPS, Dundee. The building 
formed part of St Mary’s Church and was notoriously cold. 
Early commissions included mural work, some of which can 
still be seen in the Dundee Centre for Contemporary Arts. 
In the early 1980s, McVeigh’s sister took him on a trip to 
Edinburgh to visit the National Gallery. He was spellbound 
by the collection, in particular the works of Rembrandt and 
decided to move to Edinburgh and has lived and worked 
in the city ever since. He has contributed to numerous 
exhibitions but always remained detached from the art world. 
McVeigh draws and paints outside, acute observation and 
drawing is his starting point forming the basis for worked up 
paintings or etchings. McVeigh has become a familiar figure 
seen regularly working in the city and until recently, had a 
stall on Rose Street, opposite Marks & Spencer, usually on 
a Saturday, selling his ‘lizard’ prints. ‘Lizard’ is his spelling 
of ‘laser’– colour copies of his original works, for sale at an 
affordable price. Life as a street artist has brought a certain 
amount of unwanted celebrity status, especially in recent 
years, becoming a cult figure sought out by the city’s stag 
and hen parties, eventually having to limit tourists to ‘one 
photo only’. His work might feel familiar as numerous works 
are held in both public and private collections including 

town halls, pubs, fishmongers and a number of municipal 
and national institutions. Michael McVeigh has followed an 
unconventional journey as an artist, and whilst his work can 
be considered outsider art, it is art that we can all identify 
with, whether it is a familiar place, event or the changing 
seasons. He paints unpretentiously and honestly, unaffected 
by the foibles and fashions of the art world, his gift of the 
fantastical, macabre or hum drum unmoderated by any 
desire to please, conform or transgress.   This exhibition aims 
to celebrate a life dedicated to art. 

We have divided this catalogue into two distinct sections: 
the first is Edinburgh which contains a series of beautifully 
observed drawings and paintings from some of his favourite 
places in the city. Here We Are takes a look at historical, 
narrative, personal and fantastical works; Dundee, bars, 
specific events and places around Scotland. This section 
contains earlier and more recent works. The Scottish Gallery 
is very grateful to Michael McVeigh for allowing us insight 
and access to his studio to curate this exhibition and fully 
reveal his working practice. The Gallery would like to thank 
Stephen Dunn for making the wonderful portraits of the 
artist and we are also indebted to Graham Scott for his 
further insight into the life and work of Michael McVeigh.

       THE SCOTTISH GALLERY
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Michael McVeigh drawing outside the National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh, 2016.
Photograph: Stephen Dunn
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1 The Dean, c.2014
oil on canvas, 50 x 65 cms
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2 St Cuthbert’s, Study, 2015
pencil drawing, 52 x 66.5 cms
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3 St Cuthbert’s, 2016
oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cms
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4 Trees, Edinburgh, 2015
pencil drawing, 53 x 67 cms
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5 Cow Parsley, London Road, 2016
oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cms
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6 The Castle from Princes Street Gardens, 2015
pencil drawing, 53.5 x 67 cms

14



7 Ross Fountain, Princes Street Gardens, 2015
pencil drawing, 50 x 66 cms
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8 Waverley, Princes Street Gardens, 2012
oil on board, 76.5 x 82 cms
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9 Autumn, Ainslie Place, 2015/16 
oil on canvas, 60 x 73 cms
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10 Allotments, Inverleith Park, 2015
pencil drawing, 53 x 66.5 cms
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11 Dean Village, 2016
oil on canvas, 60 x 73 cms
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12 Princes Street Gardens, 2015
pencil drawing, 53 x 67 cms

22



13 Norway Day, Edinburgh, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 50 x 76 cms
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14 The Garden, 2015
pencil drawing, 52.5 x 67 cms
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15 The Allotments, Botanical Garden, 2016
oil on canvas, 60.5 x 73 cms

25



16 The Dean Cemetery, c.2010
oil on paper, 70 x 144 cms
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17 Canongate Kirk from Calton Hill, 2015
pencil drawing, 53 x 66 cms
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18 Canongate Kirk, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 50 x 60 cms
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19 Canongate Kirk and Salisbury Crags, 2016
oil on canvas, 59 x 74 cms
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20 Looking to the Castle, Winter, 2016
oil on board, 70 x 100 cms
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21 Busy Day in Princes Street Gardens, 2015
pencil drawing, 52 x 65.5 cms
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22 Princes Street Gardens in the Snow, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 50 x 76 cms
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23 Candlemaker Row, 2015
pencil and oil on paper, 46 x 61 cms
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24 Jeffrey Street from North Bridge, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 50 x 76 cms
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25 Rooftops in the Winter, 2015
oil on paper, 53 x 67 cms
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26 Late Autumn, Edinburgh, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 36 x 50 cms
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27 Snow on the Canongate, 2013
oil on canvas, 31 x 46 cms
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28 Cycle Out, Christmas Day, Dundee, c.1990
pencil on board, 26.5 x 47 cms

This drawing, and oil opposite, depict the suburbs of Dundee on a Christmas morning. Each year, the 
children who had received bicycles as presents would organise a mass peloton; testing out their new bikes 
whatever the weather. McVeigh was born in Dundee in 1957.
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29 Cycle Out, Christmas Day, Dundee, c.1990
oil on board, 28 x 36 cm
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30 The Penny Hing, Dundee, 2015
ink on stencil paper, 21.5 x 23 cms
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31 The Trades House Bar, Dundee, c.2005
pencil drawing, 43 x 74 cms
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32 Café Royal, 2016
oil on stencil paper, 35.5 x 50 cms
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33 Afternoon Pub, 2012
acrylic on stencil paper, 48 x 64 cms
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34 Bennets Bar, Interior, 2012
oil on wood, 60 x 80 cms

The Pub

The subject of the pub is a recurring theme, where the 
human condition can be quietly observed. The Trades House 
bar in Dundee was originally a bank, the nine major trades 
of the city depicted in the ornate stained glass windows. 
Bennets Bar, which is situated beside the King’s Theatre 
in Edinburgh, has an intimate Victorian interior and is a 
favourite for locals and actors alike.

The Penny Hing, Dundee, 2015 (cat. 30, page 46)

During the Great Depression which followed the Great 
Crash of 1929, destitute men were offered the most basic 
accommodation ever devised – a rope to hang over for the 
night. There is mention of one in London in George Orwell’s 
Down and Out in Paris and London; the phenomenon also 
existed in Glasgow and Dundee. Generally the charge was 
twopence – hence the phrase “a twopenny rope”. In Dundee 
the charge was less, hence the Dundonian phrase “a penny 
hing”. Michael thinks such accommodation was available in 
the Nethergate, the poverty-stricken Grassmarket/Cowgate 
area of Dundee. There was always a supervisor.
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35 The Family Musician, c.1987
pencil on wood, 53 x 61 cms

The Sea

The fisherfolk, towns, villages, people and the heritage and industry of Scotland’s coastline is an enduring aspect 
of McVeigh’s work. Historical facts are interwoven with myths and fantasy as well as acute observation.

The drawing opposite depicts Morrison’s Haven, which at one time was a thriving harbour built on the 
land of Prestongrange between Prestonpans and Musselburgh in East Lothian. The harbour dated from 
1526; in the 19th and 20th century a colliery and brickworks were established, with the mine reaching far 
beneath the waters of the Forth. The harbour fell into disrepair after WWI and was closed in 1962; relics of 
the industrial age are still visible at the local Prestongrange Museum. In this large scale drawing McVeigh 
has imagined the working mine with the harbour above. This imagining is not sentimental or nostalgic; the 
sensitive portrayal of the miners and a typical working day shows an empathy for the lost heritage of the area.
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36 The Harbour at Prestongrange, c.1989
pencil on board, 60.5 x 76 cms
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37 Fishing Scene, 2014
oil on stencil paper, 20.5 x 28 cms
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38 She is the Harbour, 2012
painted etching, 47 x 59 cms

55



39 Eyemouth, 2014
ink on stencil paper, 28 x 34 cms
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40 Leith, c.1995
oil and pencil on wood, 41 x 76 cms
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41 St Abbs Harbour, c.1986
oil on board, 84 x 128 cms
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42 Flight, c.2002
acrylic on stencil paper, 78.5 x 87 cms
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43 Selkirk Festival (Common Riding), c.1995
ink and coloured pencil on paper, 29.5 x 57 cms
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44 The Borders Hunt, c.1998
acrylic on stencil paper, 51 x 66 cms
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45 The Last Supper, St Giles, 2015
oil on stencil paper, 35 x 50 cms
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46 Pilgrims at St Andrews, c.2015
oil on stencil paper, 50 x 76 cms
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47 The Royal Wedding, Royal Mile, 2012
oil on board, 55.5 x 81 cms

Pilgrims at St Andrews, c.2015, (cat. 46, page 65)

Michael McVeigh is a frequent visitor to St Andrews and 
has always been intrigued by the town’s history as a centre 
of religious activity. In this painting, he has depicted the 
cardinals, scribes and scholars meeting the pilgrims from 
the boats, in an artistic interpretation of Castle Sands beach 
beneath the town’s medieval cathedral. He has intentionally 
created the work in a tableau style, a nod to the illuminated 
manuscripts which he has imagined lying in the cathedral’s 
vaults.

The painting opposite is an imagined Scottish procession 
going down The Royal Mile in celebration of the marriage 
between Prince William and Kate Middleton in 2011, 
resplendent with a golden carriage, pipe band and cheering 
crowds.
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48 The Beached Whale, Portobello, 2016
oil on wood, 70 x 100 cms

The world that Michael McVeigh creates in his painting 
is always rooted in reality. His fascination with people, 
Scottish culture and history is central to his subjects, as is 
his inclination for narrative. In 2014 a sperm whale beached 
itself at Joppa near Portobello which is the subject of this 
painting. The man seen removing one of the whale’s teeth 
alludes to the naval tradition of scrimshaw. Although the 
scene looks historic at first glance, an ice cream van is 
perched on the horizon, making the most of the assembled 
crowd.
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michael mcveigh
1957  Born, Lochee, Dundee
1977-1982 Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art 

SELECTED EXHIBITIONS
1985  Edinburgh Printmakers Workshop Gallery (Solo)
1986  Gallery 22, Cupar, Fife
1987  Edinburgh Folk Festival Club (Solo)
1988  Tron Theatre, Glasgow
1988  The Gallery, Cupar, Fife
1988  Highland Printers, Inverness
1989  Compass Gallery, Glasgow (Solo)
1989  Mixed Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1989  Open Eye Gallery, Edinburgh
1990  Loretto Gallery, by Edinburgh
1991  Old Gala House, Galashiels (Solo)
1991  RSA Annual Exhibition, Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh
1992 Halliwell’s House Museum & Robson Gallery, Selkirk
1992  Wasps Gallery, Edinburgh
1992  Hard Ground Soft Ground Exhibition, Edinburgh Printmakers
1994 Gracefield Art Centre, Dumfries
1995-1999  Compass Gallery, Glasgow
1995-1999  Fry Gallery, Saffron Walden
1995-1999  Mcintosh Gallery, Kingussie 
1999  Mixed Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1999-2003  Christmas Exhibition, Royal College of Physicians, Edinburgh
2001-2003  Summer/Winter exhibitions, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
2004  The Queen’s Gallery, Dundee
2007  Imagine Edinburgh, Scottish Storytelling Centre, Edinburgh (Solo)
2016  The Romanticism, Folklore and Fantasy of Michael McVeigh,  

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh (Solo)

COLLECTIONS INCLUDE
Bank of Scotland, Edinburgh 
City Art Centre, Edinburgh
Glasgow Caledonian University
Halliwell’s House Museum & Robson Gallery, Selkirk
Kirkcaldy Galleries, Fife
Linlithgow Burgh Halls, Linlithgow 
Monklands Hospital Maggies Centre, Airdrie
NHS Lothian
The Prestoungrange Gothenburg, Prestonpans
The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh
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Michael McVeigh in his Edinburgh studio. Photography: Stephen Dunn
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