The Josephine Romney Towndrow Trophy

In 1953 The British Iris Society was given a very beautiful statuette by                     Mr K. Romney Towndrow, in the name of his late wife, in order that it could be awarded in annual competition to the “iris of the year” of the most perfect form.  To the very great regret of his friends and fellow-member, Mr Towndrow, as announced on another page, himself died shortly after the first award was made.

The Statuette is of the classical Daphne at the moment of her transformation into the laurel-tree, and has been carved in apple-wood by E. Carter Preston, who is well known for many fine works of art, including a number of figures in Liverpool Cathedral. 

The award is open to all hybrid irises, whether bearded or non-bearded, and irrespective of their country of origin, which have been grown with merit for at least three seasons in bloom.  Judging will take place at the Iris Show, with the proviso that a plant only flowering earlier than the date of the show is eligible if it has been shown at any earlier R.H.S meeting and a colour photograph made of it which can be exhibited at the Iris Show.

This trophy will be awarded on the form of the whole iris, and not merely on that of the bloom.  Mr Towndrow defined form as meaning “over-all perfection of growth and flowering”, and emphasized that perfection in just one characteristic of form “should not alone carry the prize but that all supporting features of a fine flower should at least be of adequate quality”.  Mr Towndrow gave some idea of his approach on pages 76 and 77 of The Iris Year Book, 1952, and provided this award for the purpose of giving prominence to irises, in which all characteristics contribute to a balanced whole.

Mr Towndrow also hoped that, by giving encouragement to the superlatively good, there would follow some discouragement of the too hasty introduction of some not-so-good varieties.  In the article mentioned above he praises certain old irises of “great stylistic quality”, but says of such: “The raiser has obviously accepted with pleasure the advent of a good iris made notable by its style, but, it often seems, is equally willing to introduce colour, unusual form, or a plant of good garden-performance, without reference to its possession, or not, of that ineffable quality.”

This trophy, therefore, is a specialist award, and as such is differentiated from other awards at the Iris Show.  Mr Towndrow has said that precise description of the standard to be sought is obviously both impossible and undesirable: the healthy growth in all things is in a constant state of development.  But in the flower the principle is that of the classical Fleur-de-Lys, illustrated to perfection in the plate of Iris Hoogiana opposite page 102 of Dykes on Irises, and for judging purposes to be described as having “conic standards and incurved falls”: in popular terms a tailored and proud blossom of smooth texture, clear colour and strong substance.  A flower, in fact, naturally healthy and beautiful in appearance, and yet the obvious result of generations of perfection in breeding, whether by nature or by men.

It is clear that the judges who have to award this trophy will often have a difficult task, but their efforts will be applied to a most worthwhile object and this should be a challenge to them to surpass themselves.  Certainly the generous gift of this artistic treasure should be an inspiration to them to do so.
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Kenneth Romney Towndrow

Kenneth Romney Towndrow, painter, art-historian and critic, who died after a short illness on 22nd July, 1953, at the age of 53, was for one brief year (1945/46) Secretary of the British Iris Society, and since his introduction to the Society in 1942, one of the most potent influences for good the iris-growers of this country have known.  Although he will not be remembered as the raiser of a single variety, his constant striving to educate gardeners in the appreciation of purity of form, culminating a few weeks before his death in the presentation, in memory of his beloved wife, of the Josephine Romney Towndrow Trophy for award to the iris of the year of the most perfect form, has perhaps been more important than the work of the greatest breeder of them all.  The key to his aesthetic creed will be found in the article “Style and Stylists” – the last of a series of admirable papers contributed to our records – which appeared in the Year Book for 1952, and in which he described Iris Hoogiana as the ideal bloom. 

Towndrow was born at Malvern Link, educated at Southport Grammar School, and after a period of service as art-master, became in 1933 curator of the Ruskin Collection at Coniston.  He later lectured at Southampton University College, and was Chairman of the art advisory committee in West Sussex.  In 1946 – the reason for his resignation from the secretaryship of the Society – he accepted a Leverhulme Research Fellowship, and in 1950 he published a catalogue of the paintings, drawing and sculptures of Alfred Stevens, whose biography he had already produced in 1939.  At the time of his death he was working on the biography of Sir William Rothenstein. 

Mr H. Senior Fothergill, who knew him well, writes: “Towndrow was an unusual man.  To begin with, he was no mean artist himself, yet had a leaning towards literature, and his frequent articles in The Studio revealed him as a writer about art with insight and genuine emotional and intellectual appreciation.  His writings were never superficial, yet they persuasively carried the reader along on his own journey of discovery: they were neither dryly academic, nor gushing, yet, while scholarly and erudite, they were full of warm humanity.

“He was not just a man of integrity in the popular meaning of the word – he was an integrated personality.  Whether he was judging an iris, assessing a painter, or discussing affairs, no exterior bias ever crept into his verdict.  He would never debate, yet revelled in any discussion, which drew nearer to truth.  He was a man of rich culture, and all who met him were immediately struck by his quiet charm and the sincerity, which underlay it.  I for one feel his going as a deep personal loss, and that feeling of loss will always be with me because his influence will be with me also.”
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