Botanical Wonders in Glorious Color

The Oxford Times, Friday, May 6, 2005

I first became aware of Shirley Sherwood's fine collection of contemporary botanical art when I stayed four years ago at New Orleans's super-luxury hotel, the Windsor Court. Flower studies by the late Paul Jones, an Australian painter who died in 1997, brightened the walls of my suite. He was an artist, I learned, well represented in the collection of some 500 pictures accumulated over the previous decade by Dr Sherwood. An Oxford-educated scientist, she is married to James Sherwood, the multi-millionaire American businessman who owns many of the best hotels in the world (including the Windsor Court) and a number of legendary trains, among them the Venice-Simplon Orient Express, in the restoration of which she played an important role.
Back in Britain, I wasted little time in securing a copy of Dr Sherwood's A Passion for Plants: Contemporary Botanical Masterworks, which had been published a few months earlier by Cassell. I hoped it would prove to be an agreeable 40th birthday present — it did—for a friend whose own artistic skills (as well as scientific ones) are displayed in the field of botany. It was only with the greatest reluctance that I wrapped up this handsome book, and I have been meaning to buy myself another copy ever since.
A number of the loveliest pictures it contains can be seen at their full-size best in the Ashmolean Museum's major summer exhibition, which opened this week. A New Flowering: 1,000 Years of Botanical Art, which is guest curated by Dr Sherwood, offers visitors the opportunity to compare the work of contemporary artists with botanical art from the past — almost totally unknown to the public—found in books held in Oxford libraries. One study that jumped out at me was that of male cones of Encephalartos woodii by Leslie Carol Berge (below). 
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Why did this look so familiar? I asked Dr Sherwood, as she guided me round the exhibits. Of course — it was the cover image of A Passion for Plants.
The tour began, as any visitor's should, in what Dr Sherwood calls "the fruit and veg" section of the show (there's also an "exotics" one) with the earliest exhibit, a herbal produced by monks at Bury St Edmunds in 1080/90. While one page depicts a recognizable thistle, the next shows two very strange plants. "Quite ridiculous," said Dr Sherwood. "One [below] has roots growing upwards. It's impossible to see what they are. They have been copied so many times, that they're now nothing like the original." An example of Chinese whispers in art...
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Guest curator... Dr Shirley Sherwood at the Ashmolean Museum with (from left) artists Susannah Blaxill, Jenny Phillips and Alexander Viazmensky Picture: Yuri Anderegg order No. 340570
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Insect life... Maria Sibylla Merian's Metamorphosis Insectorum Surinamensium, of 1719
Oxford University Museum of Natural History
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The Colours of Russula (2002) by Alexander Viazmensky


As we continued the tour, I asked how she'd tracked down old pictures. "With difficulty," she said. "I knew where certain things were, of course; then I discovered others. Magdalen College library had a particularly important collection bequeathed in the 17th century.
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It was an enormous jigsaw puzzle. I went round the libraries of Oxford and found far more than I could possibly show. I tried to choose the best page from each book, because of course they can only be open at one page. Some books had no pictures, but others had four or five. I photographed them all. It was a terrible battle to choose. I got agonised about what we could include."
As we stood admiring Susannah Blaxill's magnificent Beetroot (right), the Australian artist magically appeared by our side. She explained that she'd painted the huge vegetable from life, at her flat. "I was on my way upstairs with it one day. A fellow passed by and said: 'How strange. Most women carry handbags.'"
Dr Sherwood told me she had worked for five years on the show. "Not all the time, of course. We travel seven months of the year. [She plays an important role in her husband's leisure
empire.] But I thought what we were doing was important: these are the treasures of Oxford, and almost nothing has been shown before."
Dr Christopher Brown, the director of the Ashmolean, said "This is a wonderful exhibition. We had been talking about if for many years, since I first saw Shirley's collection of botanical illustrations. Her patronage has almost single-handedly led to the renaissance in this style of painting."
The trend is also mentioned by The Prince of Wales in his contribution to the superb exhibition catalogue.
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He writes: "It is so encouraging to see how an old field of endeavour, combining skill, artistry and scientific accuracy, is enjoying such a wonderful renaissance today, producing plant portraits of the very highest quality."
In his catalogue foreword, Dr Brown writes of Dr Sherwood's long association with Oxford, having studied botany at St Anne's College and continued her scientific work at the university later. He adds: "She has a home in Oxfordshire, with a magnificent garden and orangery." Reading this, I was reminded of the occasion when I sat in the orangery at Hinton Waldrist Manor in 1978, five years before the Sherwoods bought it. As I sipped gin and tonic with long-time owner Nicholas Davenport and his artist wife Olga, he warned that the structure might at any moment fall on our heads, since urgent repairs were needed and funds were short.
I don't think this is likely to be a problem any longer...

By Christopher Gray
