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WOMEN GARDENERS  
AND BOTANICAL ARTISTS  

PART 3  
B y  B r i a n  R .  T h o m p s o n

This is the third article in a series about women botanists 
and botanical artists. The previous two can be found in the 
Winter 2019 and Winter 2020 issues of the “Bulletin.”

Margaret Stones
“I am glad that the month of October 1970 
has been assigned to us for displaying the 
original artwork for ‘The Endemic Flora of 
Tasmania.’” This is the beginning of a letter 
written in December 1969 to Brian O. Mulligan, 
the Director of what was known then as the 
University of Washington Arboretum. The writer 
was Robert D. Monroe, the Chief of Special 
Collections Division of the University Library 
(now University Libraries), which would host the 
exhibit in the Smith Room of Suzzallo Library.

Monroe continues, suggesting an opening 
night reception for the exhibit. “We could 
sponsor this jointly, but all expenses would be 
met by the library. The guest list—50 couples 
being our limit—could be composed of 25 
couples named by you and 25 by us. We should 
have a speaker for the evening.”

My research into this event was unsuccess-
ful in determining who was chosen as speaker.  

Mulligan did not suggest any individuals in his 
reply letter. However, the exhibit of 40 water-
colors by Australia botanical illustrator Margaret 
Stones (1920–2018) did occur as part of a tour 
of 10 North American botanical gardens and 
arboreta in 1970.

These paintings were selected from the 
first two volumes of “The Endemic Flora of 
Tasmania,” which was published between 1967 
and 1978 and eventually totaled six volumes. 
Stones’ precise illustrations—along with 
detailed text by Winifred Mary Curtis (1905–
2005) describing the botanical and ecological 
context—presented a largely unknown flora to 
the world. 

While Stones did not come to Seattle with 
her artwork, she was already well known for her 
botanical illustration skills. In the 1950s and 
1960s, she illustrated three gardening books by 
the Scottish plant explorer E.U.M. Cox and his 
son, Peter Cox. And, between 1958 and 1981, she 
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was the principal contributing artist to “Curtis’s 
Botanical Magazine,” a publication of Royal 
Botanic Gardens, Kew.

Stones did come to America for the bicen-
tennial celebration in 1976, when Louisiana 
State University commissioned her to illustrate 
the “Native Flora of Louisiana.” Her initial illus-
trations were well received, and the commission 
was extended through 1990—resulting in a total 
of more than 200 watercolors of native plants 
from the Bayou State. The stunning, folio-
size, limited edition book of these images only 
became available in 2018. (You can also view the 
images online at the Louisiana Digital Library,  

louisianadigitallibrary.org.)
Both of these massive 

endeavors feature design and 
printing qualities of the highest 
order and are highlights of 
the Miller Library’s botanical 
art book collection. They are 
also huge books: “Tasmania” 
measuring 16 inches high by 12 
inches wide, and “Louisiana” 
just slightly smaller. Their grand 
size helps make the detail and 
artistry especially vibrant. 

Stones insisted on drawing from live specimens 
and would often seek examples in the wild. Other 
subjects were freshly picked plants flown from 
their source to her residence near Kew Gardens.

Author Phillip Cribb wrote in her obituary 
for “Curtis’s Botanical Magazine” (Volume 36, 
2019): “During her life, Margaret fought hard 
for botanical artists to receive the recognition 
and recompense that their work demanded. Her 
contemporaries revered her for her efforts to 
promote the discipline, and the present genera-
tion of botanical artists, most who did not know 
her, have benefited from her determination.” 

Helen Fowler O’Gorman
Helen Fowler O’Gorman (1904–1984) grew 
up in Wisconsin but graduated in fine arts and 
architecture from the University of Washington. 
She began her career as sculptor and went to 
Mexico in 1940 to continue her studies with 
painter Diego Rivera. He encouraged her to 

concentrate on painting, and—over the next two 
decades—she developed a passion for illustrat-
ing the native and garden plants of her adopted 
country, leading to the publication of “Mexican 
Flowering Trees and Plants” in 1961.

At the time of their meeting, Rivera was 
married to painter Frida Kahlo. Together, they lived 
in a house designed by the Irish-Mexican archi-
tect (and painter) Juan O’Gorman, Helen’s future 
husband. Together, the O’Gormans designed and 
built Casa Cueva, their home and landscape that 
partially encompassed a natural cave.

Helen O’Gorman’s book demonstrated 
not only her skill as a painter, but also—in the 
text—her knowledge of Mexican botany and 
horticulture. She was particularly interested in 
the gardening heritage of the Aztecs and other 
pre-Hispanic peoples. “Innumerable plants 
were sacred to the Aztecs, and certain flowers 
were set aside by the priests for religious rituals.”

While she included the ethnobotanical 
uses of plants for food, medicines and dyes, 
she emphasized the passion these civilizations 
had to grow flowers for ornamental purposes, 
and as perfumes. The latter use was consid-
ered especially important for reducing fatigue 
or providing a mild stimulant. The practice was 
picked up by the conquering Spanish, a fact 
O’Gorman discovered in a surviving adminis-
tration document on the “treatment of the weary 
office holder of the 16th Century.”

O’Gorman regarded her book as an attempt 
to introduce “the most noticeable flowering 
plants” to her readers. Most of these are natives, 
while a few are popular introductions. Each 
entry includes some botanically distinguishing 
features, but this is less a field guide and more an 
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invitation to share the appreciation and various 
uses of these plants across the breadth of Mexico.

For example, most species of cosmos are 
native to Mexico. Referring to the common 
garden annual Cosmos bipinnatus, she writes: “In 
the state of Michoacán one sees a breathtaking 
sight: solid pink fields of them, often bordered 
with the yellow of wild mustard.” She also 
highlights how a decoction of another species 
found in North American gardens, C. sulphureus, 
“is employed to fight the effects of the sting of 
the scorpion,” with a small cup given to the sting 
victim every hour.

features in her memory. She also studied 
botany and wrote the painstaking descriptions 
and sources for her subjects that accompany 
her illustrations. She insisted on painting live 
specimens, often done on family camping trips 
with her husband and two children through-
out the North and South Islands. “My children, 
Alison and Paul, have endured my preoccupation 
with painting all their lives: ‘Don’t jog the table’, 
‘stop the car I want to look at a plant’, even to the 
present time.”

The illustrations are almost all of actual 
size, with separate, enlarged illustrations of tiny 
flowers. Maori names are included when known. 
The native ranges, often given in both latitude 
and altitude, create an appreciation for New 
Zealand topography. For most entries, there are 
bibliographic references for more information.

The supplement is especially fascinating, 
showcasing Eagle’s keen interest in her subjects 
through years of networking with the botanical 
organizations and individual botanists of New 
Zealand. Here are the notes that wouldn’t fit in 
the illustrated volumes. For example, the habitat 
of Fuchsia procumbens, an easily grown ground-
cover in Seattle gardens, is described from 
a personal communication with one of her 
colleagues: “On beach terraces, banks, small 
gullies, and creek beds behind the beach and at 
base of pohutukawa trees (Metrosideros excelsa). 
It also grows in the coastal forest, estuary 
margins and scrubland, preferring dampness or 
some shelter.”

Emily Carr
Emily Carr (1871–1945) 
was a native of Victoria, 
British Columbia and 
lived much of her life 
in that city. She is best 
known as a painter, but 
was also an accomplished 
writer. Many of her works 

in both disciplines reflected her passionate 
interest in the indigenous peoples of Vancouver 
Island and other parts of British Columbia.

She also had a great love for the natural 
world and would camp out on Vancouver Island 

Audrey Eagle
Audrey Lily Eagle was born in New Zealand 
in 1925, but spent her adolescent years in 
Oxfordshire, England. There, she developed a 
love of plants and began to draw and paint them.  
She also took training in engineering drafting, a 
skill that is apparent in the precision of her later 
work. When she returned to New Zealand, it 
became her passion to illustrate the entire woody 
flora of New Zealand, “over 800 species, subspe-
cies, and unnamed plants. It is assumed that the 
number of any new finds is certain to be small.”

It took 54 years to complete. During this 
time, samples of her work were published in 
smaller books, but the larger project culminated 
in “Eagle’s Complete Trees and Shrubs of New 
Zealand.” Published in 2006, this two-volume 
work—plus a supplement—was a gift to the 
Miller Library by the Seattle-Christchurch Sister 
City Association.

Initially Eagle used her art as a way of learn-
ing plants, figuring that the time it took to paint 
a plant would fix the name and its distinctive 
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in a trailer she named Elephant. While recover-
ing from a stroke, she completed a manuscript 
in early 1941 about wild flowers, expressing her 
desire to end her convalescence and experience 
the rebirth of spring.

Titled “Wild Flowers,” this work was not 
published until many years after her death (in 
2006, by the Royal BC Museum). As Carr’s 
paintings did not feature close-ups, the editor 
chose to pair her plant descriptions with the art 
of Emily Henrietta Woods (1852–1916). An early 
art teacher of Carr’s, Woods was noted for her 
full-size watercolor illustrations of wild flowers.

Carr has a distinctive way of describing her 
subjects. This is not a traditional field guide in 
any way, but reading it will give you a very differ-
ent appreciation of some of our most familiar 
plants. She described our native dogwood 
(Cornus nuttallii) as resembling a “badly cooked 
flapjack,” Fritillaria affinis as “brown tulips,” and 
mock-orange (Philadelphus lewisii) as an “under-
study to true orange blossoms.”

Carr also had her own ideas about punctua-
tion, making her plant descriptions especially 
lyrical.  Of our native flowering currant (Ribes 
sanguineum), she writes: “This bare little bush 
begins to erupt little bumps all along her wood 
branches at the first burst of spring every glint of 
cool sunshine swells the bumps a little more till 
presently they burst and out squeezes a folded up 
rosy little tuft of blossom with a sweet, tart smell, 
very invigorating.”

MONKEY BUSINESS
Emily Carr was known 
for her menagerie of 
animals. She bred 
dogs and had several 
cats, a parrot, and 
a pet rat, but she is 
perhaps best remem-
bered for the Javanese 
macaque she found at 
a Victoria pet shop in 
1923. The monkey’s tale is captured in the youth 
collection book “When Emily Carr Met Woo,” 
written by Monica Kulling and illustrated by 
Dean Griffiths. While tragedy nearly befell Woo 
in the story, in life, he was a muse for Carr for 
some 15 years.

She named the monkey “Woo” after the 
sound he made while riding on Carr’s shoulders 
as she strolled the Victoria harborside, typically 
pushing an old pram filled with puppies and 
other pets. This scene is permanently captured 
in a 2010 sculpture of Carr, Woo, and the dog 
Billie by Barbara Paterson, sited prominently 
near the harbor. m

 

Brian R. Thompson is the manager and curator of 
the Elisabeth C. Miller Library of the University 
of Washington Botanic Gardens. He is also a 
member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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