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E
gypt and revolution 
are not words that you 
would readily associate 
with purple carrots. 
But for botanical artist 
Shevaun Doherty, they 
have a particular con-
nection.

Despite a keen interest in art and the 
natural world, Doherty only developed 
an interest in botanical art in 2008 af-
ter a visit to the Shirley Sherwood bo-
tanical art gallery in Kew, London.

“I had never really given traditional 
botanical art much thought, finding it 
a bit staid and not very exciting,” said 
Doherty. “However, I was totally blown 
away by the work that I saw there. The 
intensity of the colours and the me-
ticulous details of the artwork were 
incredible.”

She was living in Egypt at the time, 
but saw that the Society of Botanical 
Artists offered a long-distance diploma 
course. This appealed to her so she ap-
plied and began studying. “The course 
lasted 27 months,” she said. “But while 
I was living in Egypt, the revolution 
happened. The city was under curfew 
and it was quite a worrying time, but I 
kept myself busy and calm by painting 
purple carrots. That particular painting 
is one of my favourite pieces!”

A huge degree of patience is required 
to succeed in this discipline. “It’s not 
an art form for the impatient,” she 
said. “Being a botanical artist means 
that you have to paint with the sea-
sons, and sometimes a painting might 
take several months as you need both 
the flowers and the fruit in order to 
complete the story. It’s not an art form 
that makes a lot of money, particularly 
when you consider the time required 
to complete a piece. Each one takes 
research and planning because, as well 
as being aesthetically pleasing, it has 
to be botanically correct. I would nor-
mally spend a week doing studies and 
colour matching, and then can spend 

anything from two weeks to a month 
on a painting.” 

The minute characteristics of a 
subject are immensely important, so 
Doherty works with magnifiers to cap-
ture the finer details, such as the hairs 
on a leaf, or the tiny spots on a petal. “I 
love the challenge of getting the details 
just right, and I’m constantly learn-
ing amazing things about the natural 
world,” she said.

Painting something as ephemeral 
as fresh flowers has its challenges, 
too, as Doherty notes on her insight-
ful blog Botanicalsketches.blogspot.
ie. Although she loves flowers, other 
elements of the natural world are more 
conducive to long hours of study. Giv-
en the choice, she is happier painting 
fruit, seeds and dried plants, where 
she can indulge herself in the luxury 
of time, knowing that her subject isn’t 
going to wilt before her eyes. But her 
talent is undeniable, as the superb blue 
Agapanthus paintings commissioned 
by British-based bulb specialist de 
Jager and the olives that seem to leap 
off the page attest.

Doherty grew up in Rathfarnham, 
but was married to an Egyptian for 25 
years, so spent a lot of time between 
the two countries. After the 2011 revo-
lution, she moved back to Dublin and 
finished her course with a distinction. 
Ireland is her home, and she feels that 
it’s important for her daughters to feel 
that connection with this country too, 
particularly with the current instability 
in the Middle East. 

Shortly after returning, she made 
contact with the National Botanic Gar-
dens and the seeds of the Irish Society 
of Botanical Artists (ISBA) were sown. 
The inaugural ISBA exhibition Aibítir, 
the Irish Alphabet in Botanical Art, was 
held in 2013.

Doherty believes botanical art is 
experiencing something of a revival 
at the moment. “I’ve always got proj-
ects on and commissions to do,” she 

said. She teaches online courses and 
won two gold medals at Bloom, one of 
which was for a painting of Phoenix 
dactylifera, the date palm, inspired by 
her garden in Egypt.

Next spring, she will be working 
on a painting of Galanthus for a joint 
project between the ISBA and the Irish 
Garden Plant Society, titled Plandaí 
Oidhreachta, an espousal of Irish heri-
tage garden plants and botanical art.

Another recent commission was 
the logo for the All-Ireland Pollinator 
Plan, an initiative of the National Bio-
diversity Centre, to address the decline 
in pollinators and to make Ireland a 
place where pollinators thrive. Having 
a particular interest in conservation, 
Doherty was delighted to be involved 
in this project and believes that Ireland 
is now leading the way in the fight to 
save the bees. The resulting painting of 
Bombus hortorum, the garden bum-
blebee, on a cornflower with her pol-
len baskets full of pollen would make 
anyone smile.

One of the most satisfying aspects 
for Doherty is realising that her art can 
make people really see a plant for the 
first time. “I noticed that especially 
with my painting of the ivy for Aibítir. 
It’s such a common plant, but so many 
people never noticed the flowers or 
berries. I find it so exciting to be able 
to do something that I’m passionate 
about.”  

What’s on
Plant-hunters in Petticoats – A History 
of Irish Women in Botany will take 
place at 3pm this Saturday, December 
5, at the National Botanic Gardens vis-
itor centre in Dublin. Guide Charlotte 
Salter-Townshend will discuss how 
Ellen Hutchins, Matilda Knowles and 
Charlotte Wheeler-Cuffe, among oth-
ers, contributed to the world of botany 
at a time when women were much 
restricted in the pursuit of science.
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I 
have often wished that I could 
lay off the costs of my own 
errors on somebody else. Sad-
ly, I have had to absorb them, 
which is utterly normal. This 
isn’t the case if you are a law 
maker: you can lay off costs for 
all sorts of people at the stroke 

of a pen and bear none of the conse-
quences. Minister for the Environment 
Alan Kelly did this expertly with the 
‘new deal for tenants’, but will it work? 

Circumvention is better than cure, 
and here’s how you might do it. 

(By the way, this isn’t an endorse-
ment; it’s an explanation of what I see 
as the obvious consequences). 

First, any landlord who hasn’t raised 
rents in the last year ought to give 
notice of intention to do so now. The 

reasoning behind this is because it has 
been provided for that a pre-com-
mencement review won’t be struck 
out by the new legislation, nor can 
they make it retroactive. 

It’s a nice own goal: people who 
weren’t even in line for a rent increase 
will probably get one now anyway. 

Secondly, landlords are likely to raise 
prices generally. If you know a person 
has a two-year rent freeze on day one, 
then you are really setting a price for 
every day up to about day 730. Thus, 
new rents will be higher once this 
change kicks in. 

Further down the line, the people 
who did avoid a price rise will get a 
larger one, because the ‘market rent’ 
as set out in the legislation will be the 
higher sum that has come about from 

the two-year rule. 
Notification of rent hikes will also be 

built into contracts. It used to be a bit 
of a horse-trading affair, or in longer 
leases it would be set out. But now 
contracts will also have guaranteed 
rent reviews. In the past, this didn’t al-
ways happen. 

So we can assume that intra-ten-
ancy increases (rent hikes within the 
same tenancy) will be far higher as a 
result of this as well. 

The ongoing weak nature of remov-
ing tenants is also a factor. Landlords 
will still be able to use personal use or 
a sale as an excuse, but think about this 
operationally. 

You get a client to move out, then 
wait a few weeks, and re-let the prop-
erty. If the former tenant complains 

about it, you just claim you changed 
your mind – that’s perfectly legal, or 
you could have needed it for a relative 
who changed their mind. 

The tenant has most likely moved on 
at this point, and the right to re-let will 
be pointless, as they will be in another 
contract. Rental property is scarce, and 
agents have long waiting lists and may 
not even have to advertise the proper-
ty, so the former tenant could have a 
hard time finding out anyway. 

Alternatively, the landlord could 
temporarily install a relative who 
transfers a billing address to the 
property as proof of residence, albe-
it temporarily. If asked, how do you 
prove people are related? Either way, 
‘relative’ in the legislation extends to 
nieces and nephews too, so people 
won’t be hard pressed to find a proxy 
for eviction.

“Improvements” as a justification 
for increases will hit tenants with the 
much-vaunted “professional land-
lords” the hardest, because they often 
buy buildings with some remodelling 
already factored in. 

It’s worth noting that the ideolo-
gy here is about making everything 
pro-tenant. That is why, in Alan Kel-
ly’s report Stabilising Rents, Boosting 
Supply, there are nine improvements 
for tenants and only two for landlords. 

But that’s the issue – the incentives for 
circumvention are high. 

Apart from rent control (and re-
ally this is a brand of rent control, if 
it wasn’t then the policy wouldn’t 
achieve the desired results), the other 
new thing is a stronger Private Res-
idential Tenancies Board which will 
now hold deposits. That’s like having a 
stronger form of cancer and calling it a 
good thing. 

Many disagree with this view and 
ask: “What would you replace it 

with?” The simple solution is: nothing. 
When you put out a fire, what do you 
replace it with? 

A third party deposit taker isn’t the 
issue. It’s that the PRTB, which already 
does a substandard job, is going to be 
given a monopoly on the business of 
holding deposits. 

The PRTB is notoriously slow at 
dealing with disputes. If it becomes 
the guardian of letting deposits, a 
Chinese wall will be created between 
the tenant and landlord whereby the 
PRTB’s inefficiencies bring about as 
much downside as a worst possible 
solution could hope to do. 

Staking your reputation on some-
thing means that when it fails, you 
have failed. And because outcomes 
have real consequences, it will be seen 
in time that these moves have failed. 

There is nothing more certain, in 
times of property supply scarcity, than 
the uncertainty that intervention may 
bring. 

While it is easy to feel empathy to-
wards people facing difficult rent price 
hikes, it is another thing entirely to 
seek to control prices with an errone-
ous and miscalculated policy. 

 
Karl Deeter is the compliance manager at 

mortgagebrokers.ie. Follow him on Twitter: 
@karldeeter
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Shevaun Doherty was awarded a gold medal for her plant 
portrait of Iris foetidissima
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