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ARCHIBALD THORBURN   

Lasswade, Edinburgh 1860 - 1935 Hascombe, Surrey Ref: CA 175 
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Cock and hen pheasant (Phasianus colchicus) in an open landscape 
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Signed and dated lower centre: A. Thorburn . 1901 
Watercolour: 11 x 15 in / 27.9 x 38.1 cm 
Frame size: 20 ½ x 24 in / 52.1 x 61 cm 
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Provenance: 
Private collection, UK 
 
 
Archibald Thorburn began life as a sportsman and ended it as a passionate conservationist, being 

elected in 1927 as Vice President of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. In his earlier career 

he was often a guest at shooting parties, including those at Sandringham, both to shoot and paint. His 

work was collected by Edward VII and George V.  

Here Thorburn portrays the dazzling plumage of the cock pheasant, one of Britain’s most attractive 

birds, at the edge of a field in a misty autumn sunset. The staccato crow of the male punctuates the 

dusk. The hen, a more subdued, mottled brown, is ideally camouflaged in spring when she nests in a 

shallow scrape of leaves at the foot of a tree, producing up to ten olive green eggs. Pheasants were 

first recorded in England in a manuscript written in 1059, in the reign of the Anglo-Saxon King 

Edward the Confessor (c.1003-1066). Modern birds are the result of interbreeding with the Chinese 

ring-necked pheasant (Phasianus torquatus), introduced in the eighteenth century.  
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ARCHIBALD THORBURN 
Lasswade, Edinburgh 1860 - 1935 Hascombe, Surrey 
 
Archibald Thorburn, the finest bird painter which Britain has ever produced, was born on 31st May 

1860 at Laaswade near Edinburgh. He was the fifth son of Robert Thorburn, a leading miniature 

painter of the day and a favourite of Queen Victoria. Archibald received much of his early training 

from his father, whose insistence upon anatomical accuracy and careful attention to detail stood him 

in good stead. He also studied with the animal painter Joseph Wolf. 

Thorburn’s first published colour plate appeared in WF Swaysland’s Familiar Wild Birds (1883) and his 

last, posthumously, in Archer & Godman’s The Birds of British Somaliland and the Gulf of Aden (1927). In 

between he illustrated - and sometimes wrote - innumerable volumes. Thorburn’s remarkable 

technical abilities, combined with a freshness not seen before, quickly established him as the principal 

illustrator for many leading sporting and natural history authors of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. The monumental work Thorburn carried out for Lord Lilford between 1885-98, 

in which he completed some 268 watercolours for Coloured Figures of the Birds of the British Islands, 

established his place in bird art. 

Thorburn exhibited at the Royal Academy from 1880 to 1900. His entries were invariably huge, 

compelling and technically brilliant watercolours, often of grouse, deer or eagles. However, by 1900 

he had become disenchanted at the way his work was regularly hung high and he decided to 

concentrate upon book illustration and private commissions. 

Archibald Thorburn began life as a sportsman, regularly finding himself as a guest at shooting parties, 

including those Sandringham, both to shoot and paint; his work was collected by Edward VII and 

George V. However, he ended his life as a conservationist, having hung up his gun for good in the 

early years of the century upon wounding a hare and hearing its pitiful squeals. In 1927 he was elected 

Vice President of the RSPB in recognition of his services on behalf of bird preservation. 

Following his father’s death in 1885, Thorburn came to London before moving to Hascombe in 

Surrey in 1902, where he was to live for the rest of his life. He married Constance Mudie, daughter of 

the founder of the famous lending library, in 1896. At Hascombe, surrounded by some of the most 

beautiful woodland in England, Thorburn found himself amid an abundance of subjects. Here most 

of his pheasant and woodcock pictures were conceived, as well as those of mice, hedgehogs and the 

host of small birds that dwelt in the surrounding countryside. 

However, Thorburn never lost his love for his homeland and returned each year to the Highlands of 

Scotland to paint. In 1889 he first visited Gaick in Inverness-shire, sketching the red deer, grouse, 

ptarmigan and eagles which were used as the basis for highly finished oils and watercolours back in 

the studio. Thorburn’s pictures, unlike many of the period, remain free from sentimentality; with deft 

touch and great economy, he captured the rigours of life in the countryside, be it by mountain tarn or 

lowland stubble. 
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