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STRAPLINE HERE STRAPLINE HERE

Angela Harding’s distinctive, 
graphic style allows her  
favourite subject matter to take 
centre stage in her beautiful, 
evocative paintings
PHOTOGRAPHS BY LAURA EDWARDS
WORDS BY LOUISE ELLIOTT

 A world of 
BIRDS
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previous page Grey Wagtails  
in Norfolk. top Angela puts  
the finishing touches to 
one of her favourite blackbirds.  
this picture The wooden 
studio has wonderful views 
across the farmland but 
Angela occasionally likes 
to work al fresco

 A ngela Harding closes the door  
on her Rutland home early on a 
May morning for her first walk 
of the day, sketchbook in hand 
and lurchers Syd and Tiffany  

in tow. A blackbird flits from its nest in  
the roses rambling around the front door 
as she heads past golden-stone houses 
towards fields edged with blossoming wild 
cherries. Her eyes are peeled for possible 
avian encounters while she listens for  
the sound of individual songs. She is not 
likely to be disappointed – the tranquil 
countryside here is a haven for birdlife. 
Partridges can be spotted running through 
the crops, swallows swoop high in the sky, 
dunnocks hop under the hedgerows and 
cuckoos call from the woodland. The  
name of the village completes the picture 
to perfection – Wing. Could there be a 
better location for an artist who has been 
depicting birds in her evocative paintings 
and prints for the past 25 years? 

Although she doesn’t consider herself an 
ornithological expert, Angela always has  
a pair of binoculars at the ready, together 
with watercolours and pencils to make 
rough sketches annotated with ideas on 
the colours, scenes and patterns of the 
landscape. “Birds are a recurring theme in 

my work – they bring moments of intense 
intimacy with nature. When I look at one,  
I feel a connection with another world,” 
she explains. By artistically varying the 
proportions in her pictures, she emphasises 
the character of every bird and its particular 
surroundings – a jaunty yellow wagtail 
with a flower in its beak in front of a small, 
isolated farmhouse, perhaps; a red-breasted 
stonechat balancing on blossoming branches; 
a beady-eyed blackbird beside its nest 
outlined by a patchwork of green fields; or  
a perky orange-legged redshank surveying 
the sky. “I try to convey how each one 
makes me feel. I like to think that most  
of my pictures have a happy, optimistic 
quality,” she says. Her style carries echoes 
of her favourite British painters from the 
1930s-50s, particularly Eric Ravilious and 

Winifred Nicholson, but also, with her 
arrangements of flowers, later artists such 
as Mary Fedden and Craigie Aitchison. 

Many of us only discover the beauty of 
birdlife as adults but Angela’s interest 
began at an early age. While most young 
girls collect dolls, she hunted for feathers, 
filling an old suitcase with her prized finds 
and making friends with a local poulterer’s 
daughter in the hope of securing a constant 
supply. Her bedroom walls were covered 
with pictures from Birds of the World 
magazine instead of popstars and she 
spent the wages from her first Saturday job 
on some binoculars. Later, when she was 
studying for a fine art degree in Leicester 
in the late 1970s, she collected roadkill 
birds to draw and etch and studied the 
form and shape of stuffed specimens in the 
local museum: “My work was very detailed 
and realistic then – now my style is much 
more pared-down and graphic.” 

Angela first came to Rutland 23 years 
ago to be artist-in-residence at Uppingham 
School, moving to Wing five years ago with 
her partner Mark, son George, now 18,  
and daughter Holly, 19. With swallows, 
goldfinches and great tits, as well as her 
favourite blackbirds, all making their 
home in the back garden, it has become, e 
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this picture Woodcock 
and Frozen Lake.  
right The large glass 
panels in the studio 
allow Angela to feel as 
though she is sitting in 
the fields as she paints

according to Angela, something of an 
‘avian motorway’. She has cut back huge 
trees and high hedges to create wonderful 
views of the gentle farmland that lies 
beyond, where lapwings and skylarks are 
sometimes spotted on her afternoon walks. 
And, just two miles away, is Rutland Water 
Nature Reserve where she can find totally 
different feathered visitors to the garden 
and arable varieties on her doorstep: “This 
is England’s smallest county but it has 
Europe’s largest manmade reservoir. It’s 
like having our own stretch of coast even 
though we are miles from the sea, where 
we can see thousands of water birds.” She 
often stops for refreshment at her favourite 
and aptly named pub – The Finch’s Arms 
on the Hambleton Peninsula. 

Spring is always a busy time for 
birdwatching and it’s when Angela likes to 
concentrate on her paintings rather than 
prints. The studio she built at the bottom 
of the garden three years ago now provides 
the perfect space for her art, a passion that 
has supported her financially for the past 
five years. With glass panels on two sides, 
she feels as though she is sitting in the 
fields as she works. “The light is much 
better in springtime and summer so I can 
work well into the evenings,” she explains.

Using a watercolour sketch or annotated 

drawing for reference, Angela begins to 
recreate her ideas and images on canvas, 
first priming the surface with gesso and 
then developing blocks of colours into 
shapes. Sometimes this can happen quite 
quickly or it might take many hours before 
the image begins to match the one in  
her imagination. Mostly working with 
acrylic paints, she builds up layers of 
different shades by rubbing down each one 
and re-applying. Her palette captures the 
light greys, greens, off-whites and blues  
of the English countryside. Occasional 
bursts of brighter hues bring a seasonal 
quality, too – a bright-red rose beside a 
spring nest of speckled blue eggs, ripe 
blackberries in a Norfolk field, holly 
berries against a pale, wintry landscape. 

Angela’s paintings and prints are now 

sold at exhibitions around the country and 
also through her own website. Building up 
a body of work for a show can be intensive 
as some paintings take months to complete 
– pieces in progress are hung on the studio 
walls or at the end of the bed while she 
muses on what might not be working and 
makes adjustments. But, of course, there’s 
never any doubt what will be the central 
theme. “I do occasionally cover other 
subject matter such as fishing boats on  
the water,” Angela adds, “but I always like 
to complete the image with a bird!” d
Angela Harding (01572 737784; 
angelaharding.co.uk). Angela will be 
holding a solo exhibition of her work at 
Twenty Twenty Gallery in Much Wenlock, 
Shropshire, 5-25 May 2012 (01952 727952; 
twenty-twenty.co.uk).

EXCLUSIVE CL READER OFFER
Angela has produced a beautiful 
Blackbird and Rose Nest print (left) for 
CL readers. In a limited edition of 100, it 
will be available exclusively until 12 July 
2012. It measures approx 22cm x 30cm 
and will cost £95 (usual price for a print 
this size is £120), plus £2.99 p&p. Call 
Angela on the number above to order  
or e-mail harding11@btinternet.com.


