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In considering the last hundred and twenty or so years of Scottish art, 
the period broadly covering the modern and of course the contemporary 
(those artists who enjoy the distinction of still being with us), we can 
detect commonalities: those that spring from a consideration of the 
same landscapes for example, or those to do with the enjoyment of 
the medium of oil paint. This allows us to make comparison between 
Peploe, Redpath and Eardley or George Leslie Hunter, MacTaggart and 
John Houston. 

Creativity is as messy as nature and there is no unbroken line 
of development, indeed the notion of development has become invalid: 
modernism has provided the liberty to the artist to make work out of 
anything and depict anything and the art world has become atomised. 
For more than half of this period the images of Elizabeth Blackadder have 
surprised and beguiled us, a presence that has grown and achievements 
that can be considered as quite discrete from the usual fodder for the 
survey of our national school. She can perhaps best be considered as 
a national treasure, like Burns or Scott or Raeburn, her body of work 
a monument to quiet application, restraint, enlightenment and cultural 
variety. Each work has the simple poetry of a haiku but is presented 
with the perfect pitch of a tuning fork.

In this exhibition we make a considered selection from each 
decade of her life in a show which aims to be a celebration. It is also the 

celebration of a consistent relationship between artist and Gallery, the 
tenth exhibition, the last six coinciding with the Edinburgh Festival, put 
on with The Scottish Gallery. Of course she has shown elsewhere, not 
least with the National Galleries of Scotland and her long association 
with the Royal Academy (she became an Associate in 1971 and was the 
first woman to be a member of both the RA and RSA) has added to her 
national profile. The list of honours and exhibitions runs to a booklet in 
itself and it is hard to grasp the breadth of her achievement across many 
media. For many she is best understood as a watercolourist, for many 
more her printmaking has allowed collectors to own her work, new 
editions of etchings, screen prints and lithographs appearing regularly. 
Her oil painting practice never went away, even when she had to work 
predominantly on paper and she always maintained separate studios 
for each. This diversity of approach she shared with her husband John 
Houston, to whom she was married sixty years ago this year and whom 
she sadly lost when he died in 2008.

Today her working life is severely restricted by ill-health and this 
is likely to be her last Festival show in this long, eloquent sequence; not 
a retrospective but rather a serendipitous choice to remind us of her 
extraordinary variety and genius.

GUY PEPLOE

Elizabeth Blackadder

Photograph: Elizabeth Blackadder by Norman McBeath, 2003, courtesy of National Portrait Gallery
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1950� & 1960s



1 Church at Aegina, 1954
watercolour, 28 x 44.5 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 1

The first substantial body of works which survives in the artist’s 
studio derives from her travels in Europe in 1954 and 1955-6.

“With a Carnegie scholarship she went by train to Venice and then to 
Yugoslavia and Greece in 1954. John accompanied her. The principle 
objective was to see the Byzantine churches and mosaics which she 
had studied with David Talbot Rice. They went out to Greece through 
Yugoslavia in Greece going first to Salonica and then Athens (Aegina 
is the closest island available to Athenians) and they returned through 
Italy via Brindisi.” 

Elizabeth Blackadder by Duncan Macmillan, Scolar Press, 1999, page 16
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2 Tuscan Landscape, 1956
pen & ink on paper, 47.5 x 73 cms

signed and dated lower left

In the summer of 1955, she began a travelling scholarship enabling 
her to spend nine months in Italy. She was initially accompanied 
by John who left her in Florence when he had to return to teach. 
She was based through the winter in Florence and the bare winter 
trees in the Tuscan landscape appealed to her as did a number 
of architectural subjects in Florence and Siena. There is a Neo-
Romantic sensibility about these drawings which links her to 
English painting as well as her tutors Gillies and Henderson Blyth.
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3 Boat and Houses, Auray, 1962
oil on canvas, 63 x 75 cms

signed and dated lower right; signed and inscribed with title verso

provenance

Private Collection, Edinburgh 

This painting, resulting from her visits to Brittany demonstrates a 
clear link to the Edinburgh School and in particular Anne Redpath 
and David McClure. The strong whites, dark tones and emphasis on 
surface quality all three artists share at this moment.
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4 Roman Wall II – Walltown, 1963
lithograph, 52 x 75 cms (Artist Proof)

signed and dated lower right
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5 Roman Wall, 1963
lithograph, 55 x 72 cms, edition 44 of 50

signed and dated lower right
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6 Still Life with Striped Cloth and Goblet, 1965
oil on canvas, 112 x 86.5 cms

signed and dated lower right; inscribed with title verso

Elizabeth Blackadder had her first one woman show at the  
57 Gallery in Edinburgh in 1959, followed by her first show at  
The Scottish Gallery two years later. The following year she won 
the Guthrie award for White Still Life at the Royal Scottish Academy.

Blackadder has to be considered as one of the most original image 
makers of her generation. She was also, along with John Houston, 
an avid visitor of contemporary exhibitions and a collector of books 
and catalogues. Intriguingly her work in the sixties can chime with 
more than one of the dominant memes: Pop Art and Tachisme.

In Still Life with Striped Cloth and Goblet the abstract quality is 
dominant, the observed reality of the subject secondary to the 
freely painted patterns and appropriations which recall Jasper Johns 
and Richard Diebenkorn.
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7 Botanical Gardens, 1966
oil on canvas, 71 x 96.5 cms

signed and dated lower left

The distinctive profile and white painted structure of the Banana 
Palm House of Edinburgh Botanic Gardens provides the graphic 
focus of a series of Hockneyesque areas of striped and spotted, dark 
and mid tones. It is one of a group of paintings including Bathers 
L’Esterel, 1966, rich in colour but dark in tone, close to the work of 
David Michie, her friend and colleague at the College of Art and the 
son of Anne Redpath.
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1970�



8 Achiltibiue, 1970
watercolour & pastel, 40 x 49 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 1974, cat. 62;  

Modern Masters IV, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, Feb. 2013, cat. 3

provenance

Private Collection, Channel Islands

In front of the landscape, Elizabeth Blackadder is still able to create 
an imaginative space but at the same time capture the essence of a 
place. Her dark islands are compositionally vital but also the reality 
of the Summer Isles; the triangle of a ruined cottage gable-end is 
as carefully chosen as the shape of a jug in a still life but also a real, 
poignant presence in the landscape.
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9 Still Life with Polychrome Ball, 1973-74
oil on canvas, 101.5 x 122 cms

signed and dated lower left

There is a particular quality common in Elizabeth Blackadder’s 
paintings to do with the space in-between. Her judgement of the 
placing of her subject within the dimensions, her canvas or paper 
sheet, is exquisite. In oils there are no blanks or negatives: areas of 
subtle tone are beautifully modulated as important to the painting 
to the crisply drawn, brightly coloured objects which form the 
apparent subject focus.

22





10 White Still Life with Rainbow and Embroidered Jacket, 1974
oil on canvas, 76 x 122 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 1974, cat. 9; Elizabeth Blackadder & John Houston – Journeys from Home and Journeys Together,  

The Park Gallery, Falkirk and the Pathfoot Building, University of Stirling, Nov.2011 - Feb.2012

The jacket (a favourite garment, a gift from her husband John) bears 
the colours of the rainbow but in glorious chaos, with the right side 
of the composition, glass shelves supporting delicate, enigmatic 
objects includes the rainbow, a perfect glowing arch.
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11 Dogs and Magpies in a Garden, 1974
oil on canvas, 94 x 91.5 cms

signed and dated lower right; signed and inscribed with title verso 

exhibited

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2003; Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 5

When Elizabeth Blackadder paints the world out of doors, she never 
lapses into the conventions of landscape paintings. Her starting 
point, in any locale, is a perfect abstract concept. Here she balances 
subtle tonal areas with a strong composition, focussed on the 
wooden fence while the magpies and dogs are included because no 
doubt they were also there in her original experience. 
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12 The Yellow Table, 1976
oil on canvas, 76 x 122 cms

signed and dated lower right; signed and inscribed with title verso

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 7

Flowers are often present in Elizabeth Blackadder’s still life 
compositions and increasingly they became a subject in themselves. 
She acquired her first garden with her move to Queens Crescent  
in 1963.

There can be no other painter as prolific in the number of things 
included in her painting: toys, wrappers, ceramics, postcards, fabric, 
fruit (real and carved), boxes, bowls, parcels and so on. When she 
travelled she accumulated things and then, eventually, they might 
be put to use, often crumpled, upside down, rescaled, flattened  
or partial.
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1980� & 1990�





13 Still Life with Fan and Bird Ornaments, 1986
watercolour, 44 x 113 cms

signed and dated lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Selected Work: Four Women Artists,  

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, Nov. 2015, cat. 1

provenance

Private Collection, USA

Elizabeth Blackadder visited Japan in 1985, and also after her 
retirement from Edinburgh College of Art the following year.  
Her work had long chimed with an oriental sensibility, but 
from now on she added a distinct Japanese subject matter, often 
favouring a long format on textured paper.
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14 Orchids and Bananas, 1985
watercolour, 69 x 102 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2009; Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 8

The particular world of plant illustration, with its origin in 
Linnaeus’ Species Plantarum of 1753, a key work of Enlightenment 
science, could not complain about Blackadder’s verisimilitude.  
What makes her plants and flower watercolours distinct from  
the other genre is in terms of compositions and context.  
Her composition, in all her painting, has both originality and 
subtlety beyond the simple requirement of placing the subject  
on the sheet and the context of these works is no different from  
the more enigmatic conceit of her oil painting. 
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15 Japanese Shrine Temple Interior, 1991
oil on canvas, 76 x 101.5 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited 

Elizabeth Blackadder, Mercury Gallery, London, 1991, titled Small Shrine, Kurashiki, cat. 7

The delicacy and transparency of the Japanese interior has great 
appeal to Elizabeth Blackadder. Here the inclusion of a series of 
brightly coloured paper or fabric hangings, perhaps votive offerings, 
softens the geometry of the architecture.
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16 Still Life with Model Temple and Butterfly, 1993
oil on canvas, 152.5 x 152.5 cms

signed and dated lower right

In Still Life with Model Temple and Butterfly Elizabeth Blackadder 
plays with the concept of a landscape. Is the earth receding into 
the horizon? As ever the harmony created between the elements: 
objects, tone, colour and pattern is brilliantly resolved and her 
delicate mark making provides interest to every part of the picture.
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17 Still Life with Cherry Bark, 1995
oil on canvas, 152.5 x 152.5 cms

signed and dated lower left

exhibited

Mercury Gallery, London; Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 10

While the picture's base is not conventional, in Still Life with Cherry 
Bark the artist allows us to read a table top with objects. Elizabeth 
Blackadder’s perfect colour sensibility creates a mood painting with 
the two chief areas of colour while the intriguing juxtaposition of 
objects provides the intellectual content. 
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18 Still Life with Amaryllis and Fan, 1998
oil on canvas, 101.5 x 127 cms

signed and dated lower right

Elizabeth Blackadder, by springing the amaryllis from the bottom 
of the picture, invites the viewer to wonder if it is in front, or part 
of the painting, painted though it is. Otherwise we see a perfect 
example of subtle tonal variation, delicious colour notes and 
drawing which combines delicacy and certainty.
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19 Japanese Still Life with Sword Guard, 1998
watercolour & gold leaf, 61 x 86.5 cms 

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Roger Billcliffe Gallery, Glasgow

Elizabeth Blackadder is not a painter bound or even concerned by 
convention. Her combination of a huge area of black (conventional 
if it is of itself, as with Robert Motherwell or William Johnston) 
balancing a strong arrangement of flattened objects (including the 
round eponymous sword guard) is as striking as it is original.
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20 Japanese Still Life, Black and Silver, 1999
watercolour, collage, gold & silver leaf, 43 x 145 cms

signed and dated lower left
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2000s



21 Proteus, Leucadendrons and Other Plants No. 11, 2001
watercolour, 57 x 80 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited 

The Royal Scottish Society of Painters in Watercolour, Edinburgh, cat. 686; Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 32

Elizabeth Blackadder began her picture with light pencil drawing 
as she conceived her composition. These marks, appearing like 
pentimenti remain (they would surely be rubbed out by the 
conventional botanical illustrator) along with the odd mark and 
spot as integral to the process.
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22 Seagulls, Fishmarket, Venice, 2002
oil on canvas, 91.5 x 122 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited 

Elizabeth Blackadder – Recent Work, Browse & Darby, London, 2002, cat. 20; Elizabeth Blackadder – Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2004, ex.cat.

A Hoopoe over the roofs of St Emilion in another work or the 
seagulls lined up waiting their chance here above the Venice 
fish market speak again of the artist's unconventional eye for the 
subject. She has excluded the red canopies, groaning tables of exotic 
fish and bustle of the market and instead looked up at the walls, 
balcony and tiled roofs (a series of strong abstract planes) full of 
texture, character and the noise of the birds.
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23 Still Life with Japanese Sweets, 2006
watercolour & gold leaf, 15.5 x 22.5 cms

signed and dated lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, ex.cat. 

54



24 Turkish Delight, 2006
oil on canvas, 61 x 66 cms

signed and dated lower left
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25 Lobster, 2009
watercolour, 23 x 32 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2009 

From Eddie's fish market in Marchmont or the van that toots its 
horn on her leafy street come lobsters and mackerel, sea food 
bought for the table (or the cats) but bounty food for the studio.
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2010s



26 Crabs and Lobsters, c.2010
watercolour & pencil, 72 x 59 cms

signed lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Festival Exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2011, cat. 44
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27 Crabs and Other Shells, 2010
watercolour & pencil, 32 x 47 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Browse & Darby, London, Nov. 2010
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28 Mixed Flowers, c.2012
watercolour, 45 x 62 cms

signed lower left; inscribed ‘RSA' lower right

exhibited 

Royal Scottish Academy Annual Exhibition, Edinburgh, 2014, titled Summer Flowers

Blackadder is rightly celebrated for her watercolours of blooms. 
They come mostly, seasonally from the garden, tulips, irises and 
orchids, some early daffodils and the occasional sumptuous rose or 
these delicate summer flowers, lilies and crocosmia.
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29 Seed Pods and Leaves, c.2014
watercolour, 54 x 78 cms

signed lower right; inscribed ‘RA’ lower left
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30 Tulips and other Flowers – Spring Window, c.2010
oil on canvas, 92 x 122 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – New Paintings, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2008, cat. 14

The view from inside out, a still life by a window is a motif used 
by several Edinburgh School painters, MacTaggart in particular 
but again Blackadder plays with the motif and now a sense of 
reality, the window has no top of frame, the sky is as much inside 
as outside, the interior space is flat and even the jug of flowers has 
collapsed next to a perfect upright stem. To the right of the sky a 
bag, a postcard, a little picture and a mirror make a perfect panel, a 
picture of their own.
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31 False Palm (Shadow) and Kimono, c.2011
oil on canvas, 122 x 91.5 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – New Paintings, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2008, cat. 5

As she has done for fifty years, Blackadder creates the abstract 
concept of her picture with areas of dark and light tone but these 
are also patterned fabrics lit from behind, the shadow of the false 
palm like a theatrical screen. A narrow shelf supports a row of 
enigmatic objects whist a familiar Japanese fan defies the gravity 
which holds the objects at the foot of the composition by floating 
against the backdrop. 
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32 Orchid with Seed Heads and Leaves, 2014
watercolour, 73.5 x 54.5 cms

signed and dated lower right; inscribed ‘R.A' left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 23 
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33 Still Life with Almond Blossom, 2010
watercolour, 58.5 x 77 cms

signed and dated lower right

exhibited

Browse & Darby, London, Nov.2010; Elizabeth Blackadder & John Houston – Journeys from Home and Journeys Together,  

The Park Gallery, Falkirk and the Pathfoot Building, University of Stirling, Nov.2011-Feb.2012
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34 Pavement Leaves, 2013
watercolour, 58 x 77 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – The Nature of Things, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2013, cat. 18
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35 Leaves, Melon and Gourd, 2013
watercolour, 30 x 49 cms

signed lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – The Nature of Things, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2013, cat. 2
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36 Autumn Leaves and Seed Heads, 2012
watercolour, 64 x 97 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 27 
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37 Still Life with Ribbon and Box, 2011
oil on board, 13.5 x 19 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – New Paintings, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2011, ex. cat. 
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38 Squash and Avocados, c.2010
oil on canvas, 25 x 35.5 cms

signed lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – New Paintings, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2011, cat. 23
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39 Fennel and Dragon Fruit, c.2014
watercolour & pencil, 33 x 48 cms

signed lower left

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 25 
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40 Gladioli and Japanese Anemone, c.2014
watercolour, 55 x 73 cms

signed lower right

exhibited

Elizabeth Blackadder – Decades, Browse & Darby, London, 2015, cat. 26 
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1931  Born Falkirk, Scotland
1949-54  Studied Edinburgh University and Edinburgh College of Art, MA Hons Fine Art
1956  Married John Houston
 Elected Member of Society of Scottish Artists
1961  Elected Member of The Royal Scottish Society of Painters in Watercolours
1962  Guthrie Award, Royal Scottish Academy
1962-86  Lecturer in drawing and painting, Edinburgh College of Art
1972  Elected Member of The Royal Scottish Academy
1976  Elected Member of The Royal Academy
1982  Awarded O.B.E.
1983  Elected Member of The Royal Glasgow Institute of Fine Arts
 Pimms Award for Work on Paper, Royal Academy
1985  First visit to Japan
1987  Portrait of Mollie Hunter commissioned by The Scottish National Portrait Gallery
 Portrait of Naomi Mitchison purchased by National Portrait Gallery, London
1988  Watercolour Foundation joint winner Royal Academy
1989-2001 Honorary Doctorates, DLitt, Heriot Watt University, University of Edinburgh, University of Aberdeen, University of Strathclyde, 

University of Glasgow
2001  Appointed Her Majesty’s Painter and Limner in Scotland
2002  Honorary Doctorate, University of Stirling
2003  Honorary Doctorate, University of St. Andrews
 Made a Dame of the British Empire, D.B.E.

EXHIBITIONS AT PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS
1977  Middlesbrough Art Gallery
1981  Scottish Arts Council Retrospective Touring Exhibition: Edinburgh, Sheffield, Aberdeen, Liverpool, Cardiff, London
1989  Welsh Arts Council Retrospective Touring Exhibition: Aberystwyth, Brighton, Bangor, Cardiff, Bath, Lancaster
1992  D.L.I. Museum, Durham, Retrospective Exhibition
1999-2001  Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh
2001  University of Edinburgh, Talbot Rice Gallery, Festival Exhibition
2011  National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh

Elizabeth Blackadder
B I O G R A P H Y
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PUBLIC COLLECTIONS
Aberdeen Art Gallery

Abbot Hall Art Gallery, Kendal
Argyll City Council

Bolton Central Museum and Art Gallery
Carlisle Museum and Art Gallery

Doncaster Museum and Art Gallery
Dundee Museum and Art Gallery

Edinburgh City Art Centre
Eastbourne, Towner Art Gallery

Glasgow Museum and Art Gallery
Government Art Collection

Heriot Watt University, Edinburgh
Hove Museum and Art Gallery

Huddersfield Art Gallery
Kirkcaldy Museum and Art Gallery
McNay Art Museum, San Antonio

Middlesbrough Art Gallery Museum of Modern Art, New York
National Museum of Women in the Arts, Washington DC

National Portrait Gallery, London
Paisley Art Gallery

Perth Museum and Art Gallery
Reading Museum and Art Gallery

Robert Fleming Holdings
Royal Bank of Scotland

Royal Edinburgh Hospital
Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh

Scottish Arts Council
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

Scottish National Portrait Gallery
Sheffield, Graves Art Gallery

Tate Gallery, London
University of Cambridge, Kettle’s Yard

University of Edinburgh
University of Glasgow, Hunterian Art Gallery

University of St. Andrews
University of Stirling

Victoria & Albert Museum, London
West Riding County Museum

Wustum Museum, Racine, Wisconsin
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