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INTRODUCTION: A SHARP AND SHINING POINT


Standing on a table, the better to be seen by his audience, a burly man raises a sledge-hammer above his head and slams it down onto an anvil. Thomas Boys, the print dealer of Oxford Street, London, retiring in 1855 after forty-five years in the trade, had hired an executioner as party entertainment in his glittering gas-lit gallery to smash to pieces a dozen or more engraved printing plates of popular images by popular artists. Like magpies shot by a farmer, the shattered metal pieces were then nailed up for all to see. The object of the exercise, ran its Times advertisement, was to destroy the plates utterly, ‘to give a sterling and lasting value to the existing copies, which by this means can never become common’. Thus proceeded an event in which art and business, reputation and value, came together in an attempt to keep these four boisterous creatures together and in trim. On the anvil, past practices in the business of art were shattered into pieces, and new systems wrought. This was a consequence of art’s industrial revolution; it had left the quiet of the studio far behind and entered the furious market. It showed that art had a redoubled economic purpose, a sharply focused aggression, and was a significant factor in national and international trade.


This book explores how art in the nineteenth century was made and paid for, and how it evolved in the face of fluctuating money supply, the turns of fashion, and the new demands of a growing middle class, prominent among whom were the artists themselves. An endless subject such as this remains synoptic and laced with story and metaphor: it looks at networks, friendships and enmities, at debts, disasters and loyalties; and dances across a complex landscape in which art, literature, invention and entrepreneurship are the hedges and ditches, villages and townships that separate and maintain a shifting population. Complex social and institutional structures evolved across the nation, embracing art and music, drama and science. New clubs and academies, societies and institutions articulated the lives and motivations of the ingenious, ambitious and quarrelsome people who inhabited them. Together, they created a potent mixture to hurry the rapid growth of culture in Britain.


The violent and noisy performance in the Oxford Street gallery, as theatrical as some of the images it destroyed, was heavily criticized in the press and justified at considerable length by Thomas Boys. It demonstrates the sophistication of the relationship between art and business in the mid-nineteenth century, and reflects a complex evolution, with explosive bursts of invention and activity that confuse the rational and rattle society. One series of explosions, centred in Britain in the nineteenth century, stimulated social, technological and political change which continues to influence and direct us today. Its reactants were human genius, money and influence, its crucibles the streets and institutions, its catalyst time, its control the market.


It is in details such as the Boys Destruction that we can see local rules at work. Consumed by curiosity, some art collectors gather to watch engraved plates being smashed. Elsewhere in the landscape of art, down in its undergrowth, a scientist and a printer meet to experiment with wax crayon, ink and a slab of limestone to forward the printmaking art of lithography; an engineer invents a machine that will copy a piece of sculpture; a new yellow pigment is precipitated by chemistry over a brazier of coal; a sculptor cuts inscriptions on tomb-slabs at the price of 100 letters to the pound; a passionate horticulturalist builds a great art collection with the help of gold bullion dug up on the Isle of Wight; and a Chancellor of the Exchequer argues passionately and publicly for a new home for the Royal Academy ‘commensurate with the wealth and grandeur of the metropolis of this great and free country’. Activities of this kind, unremarkable individually, gather together to change the way we see, and intrude on understanding. A thought begets a risk, becomes an experiment, grows into an obsession, sparks an accident, begins a chain reaction, inspires a thought elsewhere, many miles away. ‘How splendid is the glow of that sunset’, a newly rich manufacturer exclaims in an art gallery, ‘I have never seen a sunset like that.’ ‘No, but don’t you wish you had?’ responds the artist, standing by. This exchange reflects the use of new pigments, discovered by accident, purified with water, dried, ground to powder, mixed with oil medium, squeezed into a tube, and bought by an artist.


Cultural events were both a cause for, and a product of, celebration. Where Boys celebrated a commercial advancement by having his engravers’ plates smashed in public, an engraver of an earlier generation, William Woollett, celebrated the publication of a new engraving long laboured over by firing a cannon from his roof. So great was the joy in his house that he would line up his family outside his studio, and wife, children and servants all gave three cheers. The sheer relief at all the time, energy and financial danger, during which a family’s welfare might hang by a thread, was overwhelming. Reproduction of images, whether those by old masters or living artists, topographers or travellers, had become big business, and as much a cause for advertisement and celebration as the launch of a new film or television series is today.


The multiplication of art had a wider, civic purpose, as John Pye, another leading engraver, made clear as early as 1845 in a voice that echoes down to our own time:




[E]ngravings, and casts of statuary, cherished by the mass of the people, have been spreading the genius of great masters abroad. Their conceptions are no longer pent up in galleries, open to but a few; they meet us in our homes and are the household pleasures of millions. Works designed for emperors, popes and nobles, find their way, in no poor representations, into humble dwellings, and sometimes give a consciousness of kindred powers to the child of poverty.





While the leading figures of the world of art and literature are players here, so too are patrons, financiers, collectors and industrialists; lawyers, publishers, entrepreneurs and journalists; artists’ suppliers, engravers, photographers and curators; hostesses, shopkeepers and brothel-keepers; quacks, charlatans and auctioneers. There is something magical about these people, these living mysteries: Caleb Whitefoord, the respected chairman of a Committee of Polite Arts, who kept a bedroom full of erotica; Maria Callcott, pioneer traveller in India, Italy, Chile and Brazil, who survived earthquakes, revolution and bandits, wrote delicious histories, but became a sad old gossip, racked by tuberculosis, confined to her couch in Kensington; David Uwins, a pioneer homeopath who gave his services free to artists and their families; and J. M. W. Turner, well known to all his contemporaries, the ringmaster of magic, sensual, grumpy and human, who rode his imagination through the deserts and forests of early nineteenth-century understanding, and left it drenched in colour, sparkling with unexplained consequences. His paintings are isles of wonder; his sketchbooks a clutter of rudimentary and not wholly coherent maps; his art ‘a strange business’.


Since the thirteenth century Britain had evolved freedoms, unique to itself. The eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1776) articulated the general effect on a nation of economic freedom at a local level:




It is the highest impertinence and presumption . . . in kings and ministers, to pretend to watch over the economy of private people, and to restrain their expense . . . They are themselves always, and without any exception, the greatest spendthrifts in the Society. Let them look well after their own expense, and they may safely trust private people with theirs. If their own extravagance does not ruin the state, that of their subjects never will.





Adam Smith’s careful, even pedantic, analysis of ways of spending lays out in the eighteenth century the conditions required for the business of art to flourish in the nineteenth, and to echo with justification and warning down into the twenty-first. Capitalism, as developed by Smith’s ‘private people’, must have a sharp and shining point. A thriving art market, an essential component of a capitalist economy, provides just that.
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CONDITIONS OF SUCCESS


The annual exhibition of the Royal Academy was in the early nineteenth century a barometer of activity in painting, sculpture and architecture in Britain. Two hundred years later, while there have been lapses and shifts in emphasis, it probably remains so. The Academy was also, with its near-neighbour and sometime rival the British Institution, a barometer of artistic talent and politicking, an art school, a cathedral of the nation’s established church of art, and the place where the shared interests of artists and collectors could join together in mutual support and parade. Fine ideals; but behind the walls of paintings, beyond the plinthed busts and the modelled figure groups, social and economic competition involving patrons, artists and the priestly organizing councils of the Academy and the Institution was driven by the hydraulic forces of cash flow and money in the bank. This was expressed in a multitude of ways: the desire of a young family to lighten a parlour with a painting; the desire for a sculpture in a grand garden; or the attraction for many of a good print. As Jane Austen observed in Persuasion:




He was standing by himself, at a printshop widow . . . in earnest contemplation of some print . . . ‘Here I am, you see, staring at a picture. I can never get by this shop without stopping.’





The most powerful driver of contemplation and purchase was, however, the sheer necessity of decorating large walls in large houses with evidence of the owner’s wealth, taste and intelligence. In this chapter we will try to touch the intangible: what it was, apart from talent, that artists required to succeed in their chosen business.


London lay in the centre of a pan-European web of art businesses: art dealers working with agents abroad and with ship-owners brought works of art, ‘old masters’ and antiquities, to London for sale. Artists brought their work from studios and back rooms for exhibition and sale. Auctioneers recycled paintings and sculpture from dispersed collections at home and abroad to be split up and sold to the highest bidder: prices rose for the work of one artist, prices fell for the work of another. Sculptors produced portrait busts, reliefs, memorials, mythological or other figure groups from studios that, for the more successful, were in effect sculpture factories. Engravers working in as good light as they could find in smoky London and elsewhere engraved on dully shining copper plate images that reproduced works of art, evoked landscape, or illustrated books and journals. These sold and spread worldwide. Auctioneers – principally James Christie, father and son, from their rooms in Pall Mall – sold paintings by the greatest artists of the previous three hundred years, along with countless copies, fakes and failures. The art trade came to London because everything else did, and because that was where the money was made, held, spent and enjoyed.


The old master trade was fast and fickle. For living artists, pressures were of a different kind. When Turner exhibited his early masterpiece Festival upon the Opening of the Vintage of Macon at the Academy in 1803, he asked 300 guineas for it – the equivalent of about £20,000 today. This was the same sum that in 1801 the 77-year-old George Stubbs, venerable painter of horses, had earned for his heroic horse portrait Hambletonian, Rubbing Down – and he had to go to court to squeeze the money out of an inconstant young patron, Sir Henry Vane-Tempest. As a comparison, this was about the same sum as the £330 that the collector and amateur dealer Arthur Champernowne of Dartington Hall, Devon, paid in 1802 for Titian’s small masterpiece Noli Me Tangere. At the end of his career in the 1790s the first president of the Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds, grand and respected, charged 200 guineas for a full-length portrait; Reynolds’s successor as president of the Academy, Benjamin West, on the other hand, had a contract running with George III that brought him 1,000 guineas a year. Gainsborough asked £1,000 for a Shakespearean subject, but that was probably because he did not want to do it (see page 151). Pricing therefore was variable and inconsistent, but always some indicator of perceived worth at the time of transaction.


Turner, young, impetuous and bloody-minded, was well known around the Academy. He had been a diligent and attentive student in the Academy’s Schools; he had exhibited there since 1790 when he was fifteen years old; and he had peppered the Academy’s walls with new paintings ever since. Nevertheless, 300 guineas, near enough the price of a small Titian and a large Stubbs, is still an extraordinary sum to demand for a painting on the artist’s first appearance as a Royal Academician. Being made an Academician meant being fully accepted as an equal, or at least as a rival, by a majority of the established painters, sculptors and architects of the day, so it is already clear that self-doubt was not one of Turner’s problems. While Opening of the Vintage of Macon is a large painting, nearly 8 feet long, a third smaller than Hambletonian, the price demanded indicates that Turner was making a calculated move to benchmark his prices in the light of his own assessment of his worth.


Sir John Leicester, a landed baronet whose income came from the produce of farms and salt mines in Cheshire, and who had a penchant for buying British art, offered 250 guineas for the Macon. Turner refused the offer and held the painting back. The following year Leicester returned to the subject and offered the asking price, but Turner now demanded 400 guineas. He was trying aggressively to keep the painting out of Leicester’s hands, and one or other of them broke off the deal. Senior Academician John Opie took Turner’s side here: Joseph Farington reported that ‘he did not see why Turner should not ask such prices as no other persons could paint such pictures’. That was not the end of the story, as another aristocrat, Lord Yarborough, who owned large swathes of both Lincolnshire and the Isle of Wight, moved in and bought the painting for the original asking price of 300 guineas. Within two years, Leicester had got over that loss by acquiring Turner’s Shipwreck for 300 guineas.


This exchange raises many questions, principal among them being why was Turner playing such a dangerous game with rich and influential men who might believe they could destroy him with a glance? He was a Covent Garden barber’s son – his father trimmed their wigs; they owned and managed the lands that created the wealth that fed and fuelled the nation. Playing one off against the other was not the best way for a young artist to win friends, and clearly young Turner was not keeping to his place. On the other hand, Yarborough had helped to finance Turner’s 1802 trip to Paris and the Alps, and may have expected preferential treatment when the products were displayed. Nevertheless, even he was not offered a reduction in the price. Turner’s behaviour in respect of two powerful men bidding for his favour is a sure sign of artists’ growing awareness of their economic power.


The nation was gearing up to face the first, grand, visual results of industrialization. Shouldering its way onto the skyline of London, the huge Albion Flour Mill with its steam-driven mill-wheels dominated the southern end of Blackfriars Bridge. Even after it was burnt out in 1791, probably by arson, its heavy form and black windows glowered across the river until its façade was cleaned up and used to front a line of private houses. The steam-engines of Matthew Boulton and James Watt that had powered the flour mill brought forests of chimney stacks to towns and cities, but also brought the benefit of decoration, colour and new manufacture to the nation, including bright coins, fine pottery, colourful cotton cloth. The ubiquitous churning steam-engine could by now be seen, heard and smelt in towns and villages around the country: it pumped water, winnowed crops, spun cotton and drove trip-hammers that shaped red-hot metal to make anything from steel girders to soldiers’ belt buckles. The noise of the steam-engine in its evolving state echoed behind the wealthy men now coming to town with rough accents in their speech and the trace of oil on their hands.


Even as late as 1836 the engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel was considered an exotic creature as he mingled in the drawing rooms of Kensington with the Callcott and Horsley families. Augustus and Maria Callcott, and Augustus’s brother John Callcott and his wife Elizabeth, were painters, writers and musicians, earning their living through the practice of their arts. John and Elizabeth’s daughter, another Elizabeth, married the composer William Horsley; of their children, John Callcott Horsley became a successful Royal Academician, Charles Horsley became a composer, and Mary Horsley, elegant and aloof, was productively wooed by Brunel. Their Kensington home, near the Gravel Pits, was a social hothouse; their family a dynasty. Piano music floated through the fern pots; conversation might turn equally to pigments or Paganini. Brunel’s friend and colleague William Gravatt found himself to be even more out of place than Isambard in these rooms: ‘wild beast’, the Horsleys called him, as he nervously spilled snuff on the carpet. When Brunels and Gravatts met Horsleys and Callcotts the steam hissed as two new unpredictable forces, with talent, ambition and wealth-generating power, collided. The artist’s creative energy and the engineer’s scalding steam had first to be defined, then harnessed, and only then, if necessary, understood. The Brunel–Horsley collision, and a generation earlier Turner’s calculating action towards his patrons, are reflections of the long-drawn-out change from the eighteenth-century art of picturesque response to landscape and its ownership, to the nineteenth-century romantic engagement with personality, emotion and mass production. Curiously, it was the engineer Brunel who, through his love of clarity in art and of control in process, came in the 1840s to attempt to draw together the production of art through the profits of transport.


In 1791, when Turner was exhibiting at the Royal Academy for only the second time and showing two watercolours, 295 artists sent 672 works to the annual exhibition. Ten years later, the size of the exhibition had increased by about a quarter, with 404 artists sending in 1,037 works. Fifty more years on, in 1851, the year of Turner’s death, the number of artists had doubled to over 800, while the number of works shows only a modest increase, restricted both by the dimensions of the Academy’s new premises in Trafalgar Square and by the expanding scale of the paintings that some Academicians chose to exhibit. In 1847, for example, William Etty showed his monumental triptych Joan of Arc, 10 feet high by nearly 30 feet wide, ‘set up at the top of the Great Room’.


Snowballing figures not only reflect the growth in the number of people competent enough to submit their paintings to the judgement of leading artists and the public, but are a consequence of many other interrelated changes. They reflect that these artists – along with their canvas, brush and paint suppliers; and the trades that clothed and shod them; and the gangs that built the turnpikes; and the carriage-owners who transported them around the country to encounter new subjects; and the men and women who considered, even if only momentarily, that they might buy their works – were part of the revolutionary social movement that brought a fresh breath of activity, income, and the dim illusion of leisure to a growing proportion of the British population.


In the first two or three decades of the nineteenth century, the disposable income of Britain’s wealthiest came from the digging out and sale of minerals, coal, iron, salt and clay from their land; from improvements in canals, roads, building construction, road transport, shipping and agricultural practices; and from a speeding-up of the circulation of knowledge, principally in printing and publishing. It had come also from the profits of slavery, both in the transport of slaves from West Africa and in the products of their labour, sugar and cotton in the West Indies. Coming back to his former home after thirty years in the country, the weaver Silas Marner, the eponymous protagonist in George Eliot’s novel, seeks Lantern Yard, in the town where he grew up:




‘Here it is . . . It’s gone, child . . . Lantern Yard’s gone. It must ha’ been here . . . but they’ve made this new opening; and see that big factory! It’s all gone – chapel and all.’





George Eliot transports us in her story from the opening years of the century to the 1830s, from the ‘bent, tread-mill attitude of the weaver’, to factory men and women ‘streaming for their mid-day meal’.


Britain was now noisier, fuller, changed by the appliance of science and technology to invention and engineering. There was now brewing and clothing manufacture; banking, investment and insurance; international export in everything from egg cups to steam-engines; and import of sugar and cotton from the west and tea and spices from the east. This was where the money was made. Money was also lost in great quantities, or failed to materialize through dismal investment, lost harvest and bankruptcy, with the result, way down the line, that work would dry up. This happened to the talented and well-known engraver Valentine Green in the early 1800s. Entrepreneurial acts would fail through miscalculation and over-enthusiasm, as in the case of the printmaker W. H. Pyne in 1815, who lost thousands of pounds on an undercapitalized printing project (see page 162). Large firms would go bust with catastrophic fallout, as in the case of the publishers Hurst and Robinson in the financial crash of 1826. Round and again, artists would not be paid, as the sculptor E. H. Baily experienced many times in the 1830s. Result: misery. To seek the sources of patronage that flowed out towards culture in Britain, it is most profitable to see where the money accumulated.


William Beckford was an exception to all rules: thus he is a good place to start. The only legitimate son of a sugar plantation owner and politician – he had six illegitimate half-brothers; his father was Lord Mayor of London – at the age of ten he inherited a million-pound fortune, 5,000 acres in Wiltshire and a string of Jamaican estates. The influential diarist and Royal Academician Joseph Farington reported in 1796 that Beckford’s income was ‘£70,000 [per year], all of which he expends, and sometimes overdraws his agent’. The following year Farington recorded Beckford’s income as £155,000, much of which he spent on building and furnishing his Gothic palace, Fonthill Abbey in Wiltshire. Daniel Defoe, the author of Robinson Crusoe, had analysed the economic classes in Britain in the early eighteenth century. He defined three upper classes: the great, who live profusely; the rich, who live very plentifully; and the middle sort, who live well. Beckford was most assuredly one of Defoe’s ‘great’. Others in that category included the landowner George Granville Leveson-Gower, Second Marquess of Stafford and First Duke of Sutherland; the collector Thomas Hope, whose inherited wealth came from his family’s merchant bank in Amsterdam and London; the mysterious Russian-born insurance broker Sir John Julius Angerstein; the owner of Cheshire landscape and its salt mines, Sir John Leicester, Bart; Charles Anderson-Pelham, First Earl of Yarborough, Lincolnshire landowner and art patron; and Samuel Rogers, the banker and poet whose long life crossed many. Some of these, perhaps Leicester and Rogers, believing themselves to have been among the great, may only have been rich. It’s complicated.


Many dozens, hundreds, of such families, more or less inventive and entrepreneurial, more or less wealthy, had long evolved within the shires of Britain, social and economic steam-engines many of them, each holding sway over local areas, each rolling influence and connection as far as it might reasonably reach. Debrett’s New Peerage and Burke’s Peerage, Baronetage and Knightage, first published in 1769 and 1826 respectively, reflect the depth and endurance of landed families. That both publications are still going into their fourth and third century indicates yet further the depth and endurance of their featured subjects.


Leveson-Gower had inherited the entire fortune of his uncle, the coal owner and canal entrepreneur Francis Egerton, Third Duke of Bridgewater. This comprised the income of the Bridgewater Canal and estates – around £30,000 a year (roughly £1.5 million today). He went further and married Elizabeth, Duchess of Sutherland, who herself owned over a million acres of Scotland. As if that were not enough, from his father, the First Marquess of Stafford, Leveson-Gower inherited estates in Staffordshire, Shropshire and Yorkshire. All these marriages and connections demonstrate why he had so much of the British Isles – Bridgewater, Sutherland, Stafford – tacked onto his names. ‘Abominably rich’, he was described; and ‘a leviathan of wealth’. George Leveson-Gower, the First Duke of Sutherland as he became, was the greatest landowner in the country, with a gross annual income of £200,000 (£10 million). His living standard, as Farington observed, ‘exceeded everything in this country. No-one could vie with it.’ The sculptor Francis Chantrey dreamed of carving a colossal figure of the duke on a rocky outcrop on Sutherland’s Staffordshire estate, but while the duke could reasonably have paid for it, the prospect defied even Chantrey’s great spirit.


These men and their families had their grand houses in London and even grander palaces in the country. Some, such as Leveson-Gower, Leicester and Yarborough, entered Parliament or the House of Lords; others, such as John Byng, Fifth Viscount Torrington of Southill, Bedfordshire, spent their money unwisely and clung to their wreckage or fled it. Yet others developed an area of study and made it their own: Samuel Rogers was a distinguished poet; Sir John Leicester made himself an authority on birds and fish, as well as becoming ‘the greatest patron of our national schools of painting that our island ever possessed’, according to an obituary in the Gentleman’s Magazine. He bought paintings with an eye for quality, and in 1823 he offered unsuccessfully to sell his collection to the nation.


Thomas Hope also lived for art. He had no need to earn his living, but instead travelled widely in Europe meeting artists and collecting their work. Hope’s dominant interest was in spotting artists whose stars were rising: the sculptors John Flaxman, Francis Chantrey and Bertel Thorwaldsen; the painters John Martin, Benjamin Robert Haydon and Thomas Daniell. Chantrey, then a young man fresh from Sheffield, carved decoration on Hope’s furniture. Hope bought a London house in Duchess Street, designed by Robert Adam, and there, in rooms of exquisite taste and gas-lit grandeur, he displayed his collections to friends and other guests who had acquired tickets for the purpose. Leveson-Gower had been, in 1806, the first aristocratic collector to open the purpose-built gallery in his house to the public, but with mixed results. He was assailed by ‘the ignorance, vulgarity and something worse’ in some sections of his visitors; and ‘frivolity, affectation and insolence’ in others. The pleasure, availability and experience of art, though owned by others, was among the excitements and comparative freedoms of being in London.


By the opening years of the nineteenth century, art and literature that would come to be called ‘Romantic’ was beginning to develop a market in London and the main provincial towns of Britain. The hours that Samuel Taylor Coleridge invested sitting in his lime-tree bower, or William Wordsworth spent walking the fells of Cumberland to find inspiration for Lyrical Ballads, sooner or later began to be relived in the metropolis. The pace and determination of Wordsworth’s steps, as evoked in his published poems, added directly to the pace of visitors’ steps along to the Royal Academy exhibitions where new paintings by Turner, Martin and Wilkie were on show, alongside portrait busts by Nollekens, Flaxman and Chantrey. Coleridge’s reflections on nature, ‘her largeness and her overflow’, led also to his readers making their way to the Royal Institution lecture theatre. There they heard Humphry Davy and later Michael Faraday expounding and explaining scientific principles. While Lyrical Ballads sold in only modest quantities, its first publication in 1798 was in itself the prelude to the developing hum of contented browsing by customers among the thousands of volumes in John Hatchard’s bookshop in Piccadilly, and the Lackingtons’ Temple of the Muses bookshop in Finsbury Square.


How was it that the intense and personal thoughts of a pair of English poets, or Turner’s response to the landscapes he travelled through, or the young Faraday’s back-room experiments with electrical batteries came only ten or fifteen years later, while these men were of an age to appreciate the fruition of their work, to result in bookshop purchases and a lively market in paintings and engravings for domestic decoration? What were the conditions of success for an artist, scientist or poet in the nineteenth century?


Turner’s father kept a busy barber’s shop in Maiden Lane, 200 yards from the Covent Garden piazza. His clientele included lawyers and theatrical people from Drury Lane, merchants from Long Acre, artists and musicians from the surrounding streets, and yet more artists, scientists and antiquaries from Somerset House nearby. There was no real shortage of money in the Turner family. Counting up from James Boswell, who paid around £6 per year to have his hair dressed every day, and Charlotte Burney who reported that ninepence (9d) for a hairdressing was ‘3d too dear’, and further still the London woollen draper William Mawhood who recorded ‘hair combed; cost 6d’ in 1778, and multiplying those up by a figure that suggests an average of about twenty customers a day, the elder William Turner might have earned £300 a year. This represents perhaps £20,000 in the early twenty-first century. Turner the barber was not a poor man, and he had the foresight and vicarious ambition to display his son’s early watercolours in his shop with a three-shilling price tag. This was perhaps six times the price of a good haircut, and about right. Nevertheless, only ten years later Turner would be demanding for one painting what his father might have earned from cutting hair in a year.


The first condition of success for the young Turner, given energy, purpose and ability, was continual support from a busy father who had high ambitions for him. A further condition was the capture of luck and good fortune and the contacts these might bring. An early patron, when Turner was twenty-four, was the broker Sir John Julius Angerstein, who paid 40 guineas (£2,000) for a watercolour of Caernarvon Castle, perhaps twice the asking price, when it was exhibited in 1799 at the Royal Academy. Why Angerstein was so inordinately generous we do not know, but it is an indication of the beguiling chemistry that the young Turner had about him that he could begin to entice such prices.


For Michael Faraday, conditions of success comprised a father substitute, the radically inclined bookbinder George Riebau of Marylebone, whose shop hummed with the intellectual élite of the day. Faraday was one of Riebau’s many apprentices, and, through craft and diligence, he showed that he might have become a great bookbinder. But Riebau noticed other talents which distracted Faraday from binding books, and so gave him the time to pursue them by allowing him to visit steam-engines on the banks of the Thames and exhibitions at the Royal Academy and the British Institution. He also gave him the opportunity and perhaps some of the materials to build electrical machines in a room behind the bindery. Circumstances in Faraday’s young life developed to the extent that one or two of Riebau’s customers, particularly the painters John James Masquerier and Richard Cosway and the architect George Dance the Younger, took special notice of the apprentice; Cosway and Dance may also have invited him to their homes to see their art collections. Memory of the kindness of each one of these men stayed with Faraday, and nearly ten years later he wrote appreciatively that ‘Mr Dance’s kindness claims my gratitude, and I trust that my thanks, the only mark I can give, will be accepted.’ A further assistance Dance gave to Faraday was to give him tickets to attend Humphry Davy’s lectures at the Royal Institution in 1812. This led to the further development of Faraday’s profound interest in the discoveries and teaching of science, his first meeting with Humphry Davy, and all that followed. Bookbinding’s loss was science’s gain.


Samuel Taylor Coleridge was the last of ten children of an uxorious elderly Devon clergyman and his middle-aged, put-upon wife. There were many children but not much money in those rural valleys, but nevertheless, as Coleridge expressed it in a proto-Oscar Wildean remark, ‘my father was very fond of me, and I was my mother’s darling – in consequence I was very miserable.’ The sudden death of his father when the boy was nine changed Coleridge’s life instantly. Within a year he had been parcelled off to London to live with an uncle, a tobacconist in the City, with whom he dived into clubs and coffee-houses to pick up the ebb and flow of idle gossip and high-minded conversation. ‘My Uncle was very proud of me, and used to carry me from Coffee-house to Coffee-house, and Tavern to Tavern, where I drank, and talked, and disputed, as if I had been a man . . . I was most completely spoilt and pampered, both mind and body.’ Coleridge’s education continued at Christ’s Hospital and Jesus College, Cambridge, followed briefly by the army, preaching, dreams of America, marriage, fatherhood and mounting debt. Energetic and provocative editorship of the periodical The Watchman gained Coleridge enemies as well as friends, some of whom contributed generously to his modest and unreliable income, as did a royalty in 1796 of 30 guineas for his first volume of poems with the unpromising title Poems on Various Subjects. Coleridge lived on the edge.


Coleridge and Wordsworth met in Bristol in 1795. The former was already a literary lion, well known, acclaimed, forthright, but not really to be trusted with money. Wordsworth, on the other hand, tall, lithe and weathered, had invested his youth and early manhood in walking many hundreds of miles in the Lake District, Wales and Somerset, and down into Burgundy and the Alps. While less worldly than Coleridge, Wordsworth had seen more of the world by walking through it. Like Coleridge, however, he had hardly a penny to his name. To publish Lyrical Ballads, the pair had to raise 30 guineas to pay the costs of Joseph Cottle, their publisher and friend. Reputation mattered, and Coleridge insisted on the two authors remaining anonymous: ‘Wordsworth’s name is nothing – to a large number of persons mine stinks.’ By this time Coleridge was twentysix, a surprisingly young age to have garnered a ‘stinking’ reputation, while Wordsworth was a more measured twenty-eight. Within two years, Cottle’s edition had sold out, and the authors’ copyright was bought for £80 by Thomas Longman. This was a modest but notable success.


Four young men – an artist, a scientist and two poets – started out in life with nothing to declare but their geniuses. Two had fathers or father substitutes behind them for early support, while the other two were cut adrift from family support in their early years. All were fuelled by internal energy and varying strengths of mind and self-belief. While two of them, Turner and Faraday, may have had institutional hopes or ambitions, there was sparse institutional support to go round. Turner won a silver medal (but no prize money) from the Society of Arts in 1793. Faraday found employment from 1813 at the Royal Institution; for the rest of his life he received a modest salary, first as a general assistant, rising over the years to become director of the Royal Institution. Coleridge never received a salary, and with a wife and lover, children, and an inordinate desire to travel, lived on subventions from friends, publishers and patrons. Wordsworth likewise lived precariously on his writing, until 1813 when he was saved from imminent financial ruin by being given the £400-a-year appointment as distributor of postage stamps for Westmorland and Penrith. This post was found for him after a word from Samuel Rogers (one of the rich, who lived very plentifully) was dropped softly into the ear of the local patron, the Earl of Lonsdale (one of the great, who lived profusely). Being a poet in the mid-nineteenth century was no guarantee of making a living, but knowing the right people would certainly help.


The origins of Turner’s early benefactor Sir John Julius Angerstein, who by 1800 had over forty years’ experience in marine insurance, are mysterious and romantic. He came from Russia as a fifteen-year-old, bearing the surname of the doctor who had delivered him of his supposed mother, Anna, Empress of Russia. His father was said to be Andrew Poulett Thompson, a Russia merchant from London, whose company traded with St Petersburg and who evidently had close links with the Russian court. Whoever he was, and wherever he came from, Angerstein made large sums of money as an independent underwriter, as a modernizing member of Lloyd’s, and as a deviser and founder of the national lottery of his day. Making his money in the City, he spent it in the West End, collecting old master paintings and entertaining friends from the literary and theatrical worlds at his home, 100 Pall Mall, in the heart of fashionable moneyed London. When he was in his late eighties, Angerstein narrowly avoided an ill-advised marriage, and a sudden net outrush of funds. As Joseph Farington reported it, Angerstein




(now 86 or 7) complained of want of domestic society & thought Mr Coutts had judged well in securing this to himself by marrying the actress, Miss Meilan [i.e. Harriet Mellon]. Sir John Colpoys, Gover[nor] of Greenwich Hospital, had conversations with Mr A disswading him from it. It has, however, broken off in consequence of the Lady requiring a Carriage for herself & a separate bed.





Angerstein’s greatest contribution to the development of culture was his imposing art collection. This, along with his house, was bought by the government after his death, and came to form the nucleus of the National Gallery. Angerstein owned paintings by Raphael and Titian, Rubens and Van Dyck, Rembrandt, Claude and Poussin – masterpieces that were and remain the backbone of the national collection. He had paid 1,600 guineas in 1803 for Rubens’s Rape of the Sabine Women, and 5,000 guineas after a London auction sale in 1807 for Rembrandt’s Woman Taken in Adultery. These were enormous sums, but money Angerstein could well afford. It puts into context the 40 guineas that he pressed on the young Turner for his watercolour Caernarvon Castle.


For Faraday, assistance came not in cash but in contacts. One of his early contacts, Richard Cosway, was a Devon schoolmaster’s son, a comparably modest background to Coleridge’s, though he was a generation older. Sent to London from the far west with only his trunk and his talent to accompany him, Cosway, aged twelve or thirteen, had been attached in 1754 to the drawing master William Shipley. Whether by chance or intention, this was a fortunate choice, as Shipley was the founder and driving force behind the new Society of Arts – full name: Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce, which was resident then, and is resident still, in John Adam Street, parallel to the Strand. When the talented Mr Shipley and the young genius Master Cosway came together, they were both at the start of great projects – Shipley his Society, and Cosway his career. Within weeks, the former had presented the latter with the £5 first prize for drawing in the under-fourteens category, and Cosway never looked back.


With a talent to amuse and entice as potent as Turner’s ability to charm money out of clients, Cosway developed a portfolio of willing sitters, enraptured by the delicacy of the likenesses he wrought and the aromatic intimacies that his portraits hinted at. Cosway had passed through the Royal Academy Schools in their earliest years, and in 1771, still under thirty, was elected an Academician. Only Turner, in the next generation, came to such high recognition at so young an age. Even within the social conventions of the day, Cosway lived loosely; indeed, he and his wife themselves seem to have had a loose relationship, his wife Maria having had an affair in Paris in 1786 with the then American ambassador to France, Thomas Jefferson. Though he never went to Italy, unlike his wife who had been born there, Cosway admired Italian women. ‘Italy for ever I say – if the Italian women fuck as well in Italy as they do here,’ he wrote to his patron Charles Townley, ‘you must be happy indeed – I am such a Zealot for them, that I be damned if I ever fuck an English woman again (if I can help it).’


By the first decade of the nineteenth century, Cosway had risen through careful application of his extraordinary talents as a draughtsman and his clever use of social networks to be one of the most sought-after miniaturists of his day. He was patronized by the Prince of Wales and by aristocrats including the Earl of Radnor and the Marquess of Blandford. These and many other patrons paid Cosway fully and generously, leaving him rich, successful, and heavily and apparently happily encumbered with his Italian-born wife. The Cosways rented from 1784 a sumptuous apartment in Schomberg House, Pall Mall, a late seventeenth-century mansion that by this time had been divided into three. Their middle portion, 81 Pall Mall, had previously been occupied by James Graham and his Temple of Health and Hymen, a high-class brothel filled with sparking electrical paraphernalia which masqueraded as a centre of sex therapy and electro-medicine. Thomas Gainsborough was a neighbour at number 80 until his death in 1788, Christie’s the auctioneers was nearby at number 125 until 1823, Angerstein was just up the road to the east at number 100, and there was royalty in St James’s Palace down the road to the west.


Being compulsive collectors, the Cosways filled their apartment with fashionable furniture and furnishings, and a growing collection of old master paintings and drawings, some of course from Christie’s, their neighbour. At one time they had an Egyptian mummy lurking about the place. They were an odd couple, the demonstrative Italianate Maria and the petite Richard, only 5 feet tall, known as ‘Miniature Macaroni’ and ‘Tiny Cosmetic’. Theirs was a private collection of quality and breadth, exotic and, in an era of artist-collectors, unrivalled by that of any British artist of the day. The Cosways had tone, and entertained: money flowed in and out, and sitters came and went, announced and ushered in by their elegantly attired black servant, Quobna Ottobah Cuguano. Cosway was, according to his wife, ‘toujours riant, toujours gai’.30


By the time Faraday met Cosway, around 1806–7, the painter was in his mid-sixties. He was way past his prime, had sold or given away the bulk of his old master collection, and had moved north to Stratford Place, Oxford Street. His wife had to all intents and purposes left him, and was travelling Europe. Cosway gave Faraday a brief experience of the world beyond the bookbindery, a brush with glamour, and a hint of an alternative way of life. But as a leading player in the art world of his day, as a producer of art as well as a conduit for money, Cosway was central. He was a maker of fashion, who lived at the apogee of style, though it may be that after the departure of his wife he tended to let his standards of housekeeping slip. The critic William Hazlitt wrote of Stratford Place:




What a fairy palace was his of specimens of art, antiquarianism and virtù jumbled all together in the richest disorder, dusty, shadowy, obscure with much left to the imagination. How different from the finical, polished, petty, perfect, modernised air of Fonthill !





Cosway was not such a suitable patron for young Faraday, the son of devout members of the Sandemanian church, a fundamental Christian sect. It may be for this reason that, apart from a polite mention in correspondence, Faraday does not refer to him again. Cosway’s fellow artists tended to despise him; perhaps it was the inordinate success of the pint-sized miniaturist that got under their skins, or his flaming talent, or his amorous opportunities and victories. This of course also brought grudging admiration, as Sir Thomas Lawrence the portrait painter said to Joseph Farington when he compared Cosway to contemporary portrait painters:




What are [they] . . . when compar’d to the knowledge . . . of this little Being which we have been accustom’d never to think or speak of but with contempt?





Not content with raising high prices for his miniatures, Cosway went into business with reproductive engravers such as John Raphael Smith, Valentine Green and Francesco Bartolozzi. Together they published more than 160 prints after Cosway’s work, in extensive editions which spread his popularity around Britain and Europe, exemplifying John Pye’s observation that ‘works designed for emperors, popes and nobles, find their way . . . into humble dwellings, and sometimes give a consciousness of kindred powers to the child of poverty’. While reproductive engraving was a highly volatile business, very susceptible to recession and financial crisis, it was nevertheless the only effective and economical means of broadcasting images and widening an artist’s reputation. A risky way of making money though it was, in times of stability some engravers such as Bartolozzi made a very good living. Others, like Green, suffered in 1804 ‘a total want of employ in his profession [which has] reduced him at a very advanced age to great distress’.


A man who crossed the lives of most if not all of those discussed here was the banker and amateur poet Samuel Rogers. He seems already to have been around for ever even before our period started. Inheriting his father’s fortune in 1793 by a lucky stroke, his elder brother’s ill-advised marriage, Rogers was able to indulge himself with an income of £5,000 a year in the writing and self-publishing of his poetry, in travel and in entertaining. Invitations to Rogers’s breakfast parties in the grand house he built for himself in St James’s, overlooking Green Park, were highly prized, and it was there that poet met painter, aristocrat met actor, and novelist, publisher, politician and natural philosopher stood toe to toe, discussing issues of the day and looking at the pictures. This social round went on for years, even into a third generation which had other, different, pressures. A fortnight after she had visited the Great Exhibition in 1851, the diarist Isabella Mary Hervey went to see the by now 88-year-old Samuel Rogers, to ‘have breakfast there and see his pictures’.


While being a wicked gossip, with a tongue as sharp as a knife, Rogers could be generous to an out-of-pocket writer such as Thomas Moore, conciliatory in patching up a quarrel between Moore and Byron, perceptive in offering the smiling young Sheffield lad Francis Chantrey the opportunity to decorate furniture for himself and Thomas Hope, and thoughtful when realizing that Wordsworth needed the financial certainty of an official post. Rogers was the bell-wether for the attitudes of the widely spread social group that encircled him, and prompted Moore to remark that:




I always feel with him that the fear of losing his good opinion almost embitters the possession of it, and that though, in his society, one walks upon roses, it is with constant apprehension of the thorns that are among them.





Nevertheless, he could be difficult company. In a conversation at Farington’s table, where Thomas Lawrence and the collector Richard Payne Knight were fellow guests, Rogers said little. ‘He must have the lead’, Farington remarked, ‘or he is silent.’


There are some common routes in the journeys to fame and fortune outlined here: a rich man’s one-to-one patronage from above (Angerstein and Turner; Rogers and Wordsworth); a rich man’s munificence to many (Beckford to painters, stained-glass and furniture makers and craftsmen involved in creating Fonthill; Hope to furniture makers and upholsterers); determined advocacy from below (Turner, father and son; Coleridge and uncle; Cottle, for Coleridge and Wordsworth); family contacts from a great distance (Cosway and Shipley); apprenticeship and lucky encounter (Riebau, Faraday and Cosway); exotic benediction (Cosway and Faraday; Rogers and hangers-on). Most such routes are one-to-one, with little or no institutional involvement.


This was, however, the period in which the institutions rose in influence. The British Institution, founded in 1804 by aristocrats, collectors and moneyed men to boost the reputation of painting and sculpture, rapidly became a challenge to the Royal Academy. The British Institution was to the Royal Academy what in scientific endeavour the Royal Institution was to the Royal Society: in each case the former claimed for its purpose the cultural improvement of the general public and the creation of an economy, while the latter remained principally a professional body. When Angerstein, Beckford, Leveson-Gower and Rogers were reaching the peaks of their influence in the first decade of the century, a new generation of entrepreneurs was beginning to look about itself and see where the money could be made, and where it could be spent for enjoyment and showy investment. There was also the shock of the new, as the politician John Cam Hobhouse recalled:




Dined at Lord Lovelace’s . . . [His] eldest son is to be a sailor, [his] second a civil engineer – a new profession for a peer’s son!





The backgrounds of the new rich were very different from those of the landed and moneyed gents who had the deep pockets that the patronage of artists requires. They included the horse-and-carriage dealer Robert Vernon; the Leeds cloth manufacturer’s son, John Sheepshanks; the whaling entrepreneur son of a Somerset serge manufacturer, Elhanan Bicknell; the carriage manufacturer Benjamin Godfrey Windus; and the tile manufacturer from the Black Country, John Hornby Maw, a farmer’s son.


These men did not come from rolling country acres, except where their forebears had been working them, but instead from more or less the same modest backgrounds from which sprang the natural artistic talent and genius that they would come to support. Their attitudes to their artists were, immediately, new. Their roots were in Defoe’s ‘middling kind’; the sort that William Beckford’s father, the London alderman with slave-owning interests in Jamaica and reform interests in Britain, had described eloquently in the House of Commons in 1761:




the manufacturer, the yeoman, the merchant, the country gentleman, they who bear all the heat of the day . . . [They] are a good natured, well-intentioned and very sensible people who know better perhaps than any other nation under the sun whether they are well governed or not.





The particular quality of British life in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was that talent, whether for industry or art, was a passport.


In the dealings between art and money in the mid-century we witness a change in the values of social class and the intricate relationships between money and status as expounded by Fanny Burney and Jane Austen, a shift to the crueller, cutting worlds of Dickens, George Eliot and Mrs Gaskell. Articulate foreign visitors noticed the changing ways of life that natives of Britain might miss. The German historian Friedrich von Raumer, in London in 1835, went out to dinner in a grand London house:




In the first place the furniture of that room was antique; hangings and furniture resplendent with silk and gold; the dinner service of silver, a silver hot plate under every plate, change of knives and silver forks with every dish, and of these dishes, as well as of the wines, a countless succession; servants in full livery, and all in white kid gloves . . . Several times, when all the plates were removed, I thought the business was at an end, but in a minute the table was full again. At length we came to the rinsing of the mouth; but instead of rising after this operation, it was only succeeded by new varieties of sweet dishes. Again the table was cleared, and a large silver basin was placed before one of the gentlemen. He poured a bottle of water into it, dipped in a corner of his napkin, and pushed the basin to me. It was filled with rose water, and was a new and very refreshing luxury to me. At length we arose; but the ladies only left the room, and passed their time in amusement or in ennui, while the gentlemen sat down again and did not rejoin the ladies for an hour. Cards were now introduced; but I made my escape, mindful of the coming day, and got home about midnight.





The French critic Hippolyte Taine drew a picture of the British from the viewpoint of a guest in a large house forty years later. The sense of display and detail that Raumer noted in the 1830s concerned rooms that were public: the drawing room and the dining room. By the 1870s, however, it had flowed like a tide upstairs and into the guest bedrooms, out of general sight:




In my bedroom . . . there are two dressing-tables, each having two drawers, the first is provided with a swing looking-glass, the second is furnished with one large jug, one small one, a medium one for hot water, two porcelain basins, a dish for tooth-brushes, two soap-dishes, a waterbottle with its tumbler . . . The servant comes four times a day into the room; in the morning to draw the blinds and the curtains . . . at mid-day and at seven in the evening, to bring water and the rest . . . at night to shut the window, arrange the bed, get the bath ready, renew the linen; all this with silence, gravity, and respect. Pardon these trifling details; but they must be handled in order to figure to oneself the wants of an Englishman in the direction of his luxury; what he expends on being waited on and comfort is enormous, and one may laughingly say that he spends a fifth of his life in his tub.





The nation’s fluctuating financial state of health was a permanent background presence. After the end of the wars with France in 1815 money supply suffered intermittent constrictions, about one every ten years, which manifested themselves variously and painfully as bank crashes, share-price collapses, private misery, public uncertainty and social unrest, against a deceptively camouflaged background of advances in technology, improvements in urban living and expanding world influence. Big splashes in one part of the ocean reduce to a wave that washes away a cottage on a distant shore. One respectable London family, the Venns, who had for generations produced parsons for the Anglican church one after the other like eggs from a hen, is an example of the struggling middle class of the immediate post-Waterloo years. They tripped off to Margate for fun, they deplored slavery, they were good to their maid; but anxiety will out: ‘What shall we do’, 28-year-old unmarried Emilia Venn wrote in 1825, ‘now that they are reducing the interest from 5 per cent.’ A few days later the family was pulling itself together:




Had a long discussion with [brother] Henry about our affairs after breakfast . . . Became more fully acquainted with the state of our income, & Henry’s characteristic liberality & generosity towards us.





The shock, when it came, left the Venns flapping and clucking and unable to see straight:




12 Dec 1825 Mr Batten [Emilia’s brother-in-law] went into the city, & came back with the news of the banks failing everywhere & of such a panic as has not been known for years.


13 Dec Mr Cunningham came & brought the news that Sir Peet Paul & Henry Thornton’s bank had stopped payment. Mr Batten dined at Sir Rob. Ingles & had a letter in the evening telling him of the failure of their bank.


23 Jan 1826 Nothing talked about but the Drury’s & their debts.


1 Feb News brought to us early in the morning that the Drury’s were gone! . . . Half the tradesmen round have been ruined by them.





The 1825 crash was heralded in two letters from a perceptive young London architect, Thomas Donaldson, to Robert Finch, a retired parson living in Rome. In the first, written in April 1824, Donaldson saw nothing but riches in London:




We are going very well in England . . . and so rich that the great Capitalists know not how to employ their money. Project after Project, Bubble after Bubble rises, has its day and then sinks to nothing. They have already begun upon London Bridge, which is to consist of 5 elliptic Arches . . . They are driving piles. Scientific men profiting by the excess of money in the market are devising schemes which tend at the same time to public utility and individual profit and by this means we have some very useful projects in contemplation.





But within a year Donaldson realized that something else was coming:




The people in England seem completely mad with schemes for the formation of large associations of capitalists in schemes of every description. The famous South Sea Bubble of former days is acted over and over again. Speculators are continually failing and involving hundreds of others yet still the floating unemployed capital is so great as to make the money’d men undertake any speculation in the hopes of realising some interest for their capital. We have 2 steam washing companies – a bread company – a fish company – a milk company. In fact all the necessaries of life are now furnished by companies at reduced prices and they say goods of the best quality.





The shudder from the 1825 crash had its intimate repercussions on the early life of one of the great commentators on his time. Charles Dickens’s father lost his job as a journalist when the British Press went bust in 1826, so the fifteen-year-old boy was thrown out of the only school he had known when John Dickens could no longer pay the fees. Too much, then too little money around caused intricate chains of bad investments to snap: these ups and downs are in the nature of a developing economy, in which losers and winners are the hedges and ditches, the light and shadow of the landscape. Many tiny tragedies followed in the wake, for example, of the scam of majestic proportions dreamed up by the Scotsman Gregor McGregor. After an adventurous career fighting in the Peninsula War and in South America, McGregor invented in 1820 a small state in South America, ‘Poyais’, somewhere on the coast of Venezuela. Coming to England, he sold investment bonds, deeds to land, and official positions with a civil service that did not exist, of a nation that never was, in a landscape populated only by mosquitoes, mangoes and monkeys. Thousands of people were taken in, millions of pounds were invested in this pretending Utopia. As this house of cards fell apart, and fever-ridden, furious victims crawled back home, banks and companies came to pieces and livelihoods were ruined. McGregor, having escaped across the Channel, tried it on again in France, failed again, and skipped back over the Atlantic to Caracas, where he died.


The journalist Alaric Watts wrote of the 1825–6 crash as ‘the Great Panic, with which there has been nothing since, in the way of commercial distress, to compare’. Seventy or eighty country banks failed, as did six in London. Sir Walter Scott and his publishers, Constable in Edinburgh and Hurst and Robinson in London, went bankrupt and Scott had to sell his lucrative and formerly unassailable copyrights to pay part at least of his debts, tied up as they were in a complex web of business links with publishers and printers. At the other end of the income scale, William Woollett’s widow Elizabeth, who had joined in the three cheers for the completed plates in the good old days, had transferred all her late husband’s engraved plates to Hurst and Robinson in exchange for an annuity in 1819; when they collapsed, the Woolletts’ surviving daughter was left in penury.


Charles Knight, proprietor of the educational Penny Magazine, widely read by all classes, described the dismay at the Publishers’ Club when news of the crash came through, the panic ‘passing over all our tribe like the Simoom, bringing with it general feebleness, if not individual death’. Hearing that his bank in Windsor was about to close its doors to creditors because its own money was tied up in another failing bank in London, Knight acted as an emergency courier from London of a large amount of cash. ‘Funds for the Windsor Bank!’ he cried as his coachman changed horses at Hounslow. ‘Funds for the Windsor Bank!’ cried the turnpike man as the news spread and Knight’s coach galloped on through the river mist. Arriving at last in Windsor, the coach clattered and clashed on the old bank yard ‘amidst hurrahs of a multitude outside, to whom I had proclaimed my mission’. The bank was saved by Knight’s timely and determined action.


Further crashes, in 1837 and 1838, came about when very large sums of money were poured into capital schemes in both Britain and the United States. Another in 1847 was fuelled by ‘railway mania’ – over-investment in the burgeoning railway system developed through private enterprise scarcely controlled. And so they went on, the inevitable results of a fluid supply of money meeting hope, miscalculation and criminal fraud. A young apprentice wood engraver, Edward Whymper, later a distinguished mountaineer, safely employed in cutting illustrations for books, coolly described the next crash of 1855:




A London bank has failed (Strahan, Paul and Co) which has made moneyed men rather dull. They have debts to the amount of £750,000 and next to nothing to pay it with. How they have managed it, nobody knows, for the last partner brought in to the business £180,000. They have made away with securities that were placed with them to keep (that is, stole them) and one clergyman lost all his means (£22,000).





This crash found expression in Dickens’s novel Little Dorrit, published as a monthly serial between December 1855 and June 1857. In real time Dickens evokes the growth and climax of the swindle carried on by ‘the Man of the Age’, Mr Merdle, ‘the richest man in London’. When Merdle’s Bank collapses and the company’s fraud is exposed, Merdle kills himself.




The late Mr Merdle’s complaint had been simply Forgery and Robbery . . . he – the shining wonder, the new constellation to be followed by wise men bearing gifts . . . was simply the greatest Forger and the greatest Thief that ever cheated the gallows.





Merdle’s suicide demonstrates the danger and insecurity inherent in the new money that paid the artist that painted the picture that furnished the house that Jack built. Merdle killed himself with a pretty tortoise-shell-handled penknife borrowed for the purpose from Fanny Sparkler. Fanny was the newly married daughter of William Dorrit, former long-term resident of the Marshalsea debtors’ prison, whose fortune had been swindled from him, then belatedly returned. Thus the circle turns: in life rather than fiction the penknife might have been lent to Merdle by Emilia Venn.
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PATRON OLD STYLE: ‘BUSINESS IS OFTEN FRIENDSHIP’S END’


The patronage of art in the nineteenth century was expensive and exhilarating, dangerous and disappointing in various and mixed measure for all involved. ‘Business is often friendship’s end’, wrote the politician and brewer Samuel Whitbread in 1806 in an encomium on Henry Holland, the architect he employed to remodel and enlarge Southill, in Bedfordshire, the house his father had bought from the bankrupt Viscount Torrington. For Whitbread, however, architectural business with the efficient, well-organized Holland led happily and surprisingly to deep friendship, which closed only with death.


The social revolution consequent upon the revolutions of the steam-engine burst upon art patronage and the business of art in the first half of the nineteenth century. The Callcott/Horsley/Brunel interface in the 1830s was merely a continuation of the process whereby art and architecture played their part in local economies that were the warp in the national tapestry: not disposable decoration but an essential structural part in the system that allowed wealth to display itself and confidence to follow. The naturalist Sir Joseph Banks expressed this early on: ‘the Arts will always flourish in Proportion to the Patronage given by the Rich.’


Whitbread used modern methods to keep his business in production and profit: Boulton and Watt steam-engines to pump the water and grind the malt; iron girders to enlarge his warehouse; and management methods that ensured efficient use of labour. The art he commissioned came as a direct result of the success of his business, and was its signal.


Nevertheless, there were always the personal difficulties. Choosing unreliable or headstrong artists and allowing misunderstandings to get out of hand were mistakes that presented dangers; so too did over-involvement and association with an individual artist, thus risking a distorted relationship. Additional irritations for a wealthy collector were obsequious middle-men who had to be dealt with patiently and courteously, ‘persons of worship’, as John Opie called them dismissively. Choosing the wrong kind of artist in defiance of prevailing taste was a further danger, while taking poor advice added yet more risk. One of Reynolds’s sitters, Sir Walter Blackett, could only watch as year by year his portrait sank away through the use of ill-chosen materials (see page 188). He wrote with dismay:




Painting of old was surely well designed


To keep the features of the dead in mind,


But this great rascal has reversed the plan,


And made his pictures die before the man.





While the dangers of patronage were real, its pleasures might include the growth of life-long friendship between patron and artist, as with the Yorkshire landowner Walter Fawkes and Turner, and all too briefly between Whitbread and Holland. They might encompass the stimulating decoration of a fine house, as for Sir John Leicester in both Mayfair and his Cheshire mansion at Tabley; they might breathe new life into an old family house, as Henry, Third Marquess of Lansdowne found when he inherited the tabula rasa of a sale-ravaged Bowood, Wiltshire, in 1809; and further, they might allow access to and enjoyment of an unfamiliar social milieu, as in the case of Lord Egremont with his artist friends at Petworth. A charming letter from Lord Egremont to Francis Chantrey reflects the friendship that always preceded Egremont’s patronage:




I shall be happy if Mrs Chantrey & you will let me have the pleasure of your company here. Turner is here catching fish by the Hundreds & there is plenty of pheasants for you.





Patronage of artists should always bring the satisfaction of seeing a reflection of one’s wealth on one’s walls – a pleasure shared by so many patrons across the nation, from Sir George Beaumont in Leicestershire and London to the energetic pen manufacturer Joseph Gillott of Birmingham in the following generation, the coach-builder Benjamin Godfrey Windus of Tottenham and the pharmaceutical supplier John Hornby Maw.


Whitbread’s Southill, Fawkes’s Farnley and Beaumont’s Coleorton are modest houses compared to vast piles such as Althorp, Blenheim, Bowood, Broughton, Castle Howard, Chatsworth, Fonthill, Holkham, Ickworth, Kedleston, Longleat, Stowe, Woburn, Wrest . . . the list moves at length from one end of the alphabet to the other. For these, the collecting of paintings was a necessity, not a luxury, for how else are such wall acreages to be covered if not by distemper (boring), frescoes (expensive) or tapestries (very expensive indeed)? A picture collection with focus, purpose and direction, driven by intelligence, was much more satisfying to procure, particularly when it ventured beyond the bounds of family portraiture, or moved further than such special-interest subjects as sporting paintings, naval subjects and paintings of livestock.


There is a distinct divide between the taste, attitude and activity of collectors from the generation of Egremont, Fawkes and Whitbread, and those of Windus, Maw, Gillott and many others including Bicknell, Sheepshanks and Vernon. Walter Fawkes derived his income largely from his 15,000 acres north of Leeds, while his expenditure went out on his grand Wharfedale house, Farnley Hall, his London mansion in Grosvenor Place, his collection of paintings mostly by Turner, and his financial support for hungry Whiggite causes such as anti-slavery and political reform and for his own successful but brief election to Parliament in 1806. ‘I have been a Whig, a Great big Whig all my life,’ he wrote to the political diarist Thomas Creevey in 1806, ‘ever since I was a reasonable being, in defiance of advice, or persecution, of hostility of every kind, I have stuck to my text.’ Artist and patron discovered one another early in Turner’s career. By 1808 Fawkes had bought Turner’s The ‘Victory’ Returning from Trafalgar, in Three Positions, and was building up a peerless collection of the artist’s watercolours, including scenes in the Alps made during or soon after Turner’s 1802 journey. As time went on, he was to buy fifty more watercolours painted on and around the Rhine in 1817.


This was a business relationship which became a friendship, and a friendship which went on to develop into Turner becoming one of the family. Eventually Fawkes was to own five of Turner’s oil paintings, more than one hundred watercolours and, in albums variously, a set of bird drawings now in Leeds Art Gallery and, extraordinarily, a detailed pageant of English history, the Fairfaxiana, illustrated from Fawkes’s ancestral history and his family’s evolving political viewpoint. Fawkes drew from Turner art and direction that might otherwise never have occurred to him: there is the benefit of patronage – it can take even the greatest artists further than they might otherwise have dreamed.


Given Fawkes’s increasingly imperilled financial state in the early 1820s, due to falling income and over-expenditure, and Turner’s characteristic generosity towards people who were special to him, it is likely that some of these works were never actually paid for. Fawkes organized a public exhibition of his watercolour collection in the months before Turner went to Italy in 1819, an event that was the source of great pleasure and pride to Turner, and which prefigured in its popularity the national passion for the artist in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Inviting the architectural draughtsman John Buckler to Farnley to make some drawings of the house, Fawkes added:




you must stay a few days with me, as I must have a few of your beautiful & masterly sketches – and I can shew you such a collection of Turner’s drawings – all such a treat to any man who knows any thing about the matter.





Fawkes wrote feelingly to Turner in 1819, in an open letter that was printed and read by many, of the ‘delight I have experienced, during the greater part of my life, from the exercise of your talent and the pleasure of your society’. So close indeed were they that Turner was one of the very few people Fawkes wanted to see during his final illness in 1825. Thus a generous patron became in return the focus of the generosity of the artist, a creative and enduring relationship that has all the hallmarks of the purest virtue. This echoed down the generations, as Walter’s son Hawkesworth became Turner’s friend, his prop in old age, an executor, and the enthusiastic if not entirely successful catalyst for a new way of reproducing Turner’s works photographically (see page 229).


Samuel Whitbread, educated at Eton, Cambridge and Oxford, had been groomed within the strict orthodoxy of the late eighteenth century to succeed his father, the elder Samuel Whitbread, as a landowner and brewer of great wealth. In this, and in his Whiggish convictions, young Samuel had much more in common with Walter Fawkes than he had with his Tory father: while he and Fawkes may have known each other as collectors, they were colleagues in the 1806–7 parliament and spoke together in the House of Commons. The Whitbread family’s riches came in abundance from their brewery in Chiswell Street, City of London, the largest brewery in England, which the elder Samuel had founded in 1749. Wherever Whitbread’s ale flowed, more wealth rolled into London and Bedfordshire on its froth. Some of Whitbread’s beer may have made it to France, where it challenged the primacy of wine. Samuel Rogers recalled that he had seen at a dinner party in Paris, given by a French nobleman, ‘a black bottle of English porter set on the table as a great rarity, and drunk out of small glasses’.


Samuel Whitbread the elder had nursed his brewery’s annual production over nearly half a century from 18,000 barrels of porter in its first year to 200,000 in 1796, the year of his death. A serious, god-fearing, level-headed businessman from a low-church Anglican family, this Samuel Whitbread saw early opportunities for bringing modern technology to bear on the ancient art of brewing. But his confidence in modern technology ran hand in hand with his deep-rooted religious belief: as he watched the beer slowly bubble and froth in its vats, he would, in the brewery’s early days, read the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer. In 1785 Whitbread installed one of the first Boulton and Watt steam-engines in London to grind the malt and to pump the water from a deep natural well. He also began the process of building and extending the brewery complex: he bought up neighbouring properties and used new iron construction to build a warehouse with an unsupported roof that spanned 65 feet and could hold 5,700 barrels. This was production on the grand scale required to keep the population of London watered and nourished in a period when the only readily available drinking water came from the sewage-polluted Thames. The elder Samuel’s assistant Joseph Delafield wrote of the brewery that it had become ‘the wonder of everybody, by which means our pride is become very troublesome, being almost daily resorted to by visitors’.


The skilled and loyal team of managers and brewers that the elder Samuel Whitbread had assembled at Chiswell Street was perhaps the most useful treasure that he left to his son. As a measure of their worth, and of his appreciation, the elder Samuel commissioned portraits of the most senior among them by Romney and Gainsborough, while to paint himself he took the risk of his image deteriorating and engaged Sir Joshua Reynolds. The portraits are all at Southill. It was the capable staff on whom Whitbread could rely to keep the brewery running while he served his country yet further as Member of Parliament in the Tory cause for Bedford. His humanity and good sense nevertheless took him away from the party line, to fight political corruption and to become an early anti-slavery campaigner. The younger Samuel relied on his brewers even more heavily than his father had, as he too turned his eye to politics, embracing the Whigs.


The emotional distance between Reynolds’s portrait of the elder Whitbread and Gainsborough’s of the younger speaks volumes for the difference in outlook and ambition between them. The former portrait, commissioned in 1786 and painted, unusually, on a large sheet of copper, is bulky and red-faced, and looks out sternly with an inkwell and document to hand. The latter is lithe, revealing a flickering good humour, and presenting a taut, curved pose that portends a spring into action; this was commissioned by the son in 1788. So close are the portraits in time that they are uniquely clear in their portrayal of generational change in ambition and attitude. Throughout the latter years of the father’s life, the chasm between their characters and ambition yawned wider and wider. In the elder Samuel’s seventieth year, when at the 1790 general election he unexpectedly faced a contest for his long-held parliamentary seat, young Samuel ruthlessly pushed him aside and won the constituency for the Whigs. Reflecting on the event, the elder man felt he had ‘lost by too much kindness’, and experienced a ‘storm to my soul . . . my son is not kind nor respectful’.


The Whitbreads are a classic case, like the Leeds cloth manufacturer Joseph Sheepshanks and his son John, of the father making the money through industry, and the son spending it on art. There was indeed some doubt between the Whitbreads whether the son would want to inherit the brewery. The thoughtful and reflective elder Samuel offered his 21-year-old son a way out:




You express yourself handsomely and feelingly on the subject of trade. But pray don’t make a burden of it to hurt your spirits, for it is a matter that you and myself can part with. And you would have two reasons to give; one that it would take too much of your time from other employment in life that you are from education more inclined to yourself. The second is that you have as much affluence as would make a reasonable man happy.





Young, radical, Whiggish politics had put an unquiet pulse into the Whitbread brew to the extent that Samuel the elder thought it was all over, and in 1796 drew up an agreement to sell the brewery for £300,000. However, he died before it could be signed, and the deal was off. Like it or not, Samuel the younger inherited Chiswell Street, beer barrels, shire horses, employee portraits, goodwill and all.


The younger Samuel found brewing to be ‘a tolerably easy source of income without making too many demands on my time’. Daily demands of business he passed on to his faithful staff. He could never inhabit the mantle of the stout brewer that au fond his father had been, but became instead a compassionate and liberal landed gentleman with friends of a profoundly different kind to the Tory-leaning county landlords with whom his father had mixed. The elder Samuel observed of his son, as he sat opposite him across the chamber of a stormy House of Commons, where, eventually, he secured a seat, that he was ‘very very very much with Fox and co.’. Younger Samuel’s circle centred on the ‘Devonshire House Set’ – Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, Charles James Fox, Richard Brinsley Sheridan and Charles Grey, Sam’s brother-in-law, the suave young politician who in 1830 would become the nation’s reforming prime minister, the First Earl Grey.


Politics apart, what occupied young Samuel Whitbread’s time was his setting out of plans to form a collection of British art, and remodelling the house and estate of Southill Park near Biggleswade. This his father had bought in 1795 for £85,500 from the ruin of the Fourth Viscount Torrington. The elder Samuel Whitbread cast a long shadow over his son, not only by buying Southill the year before he died, but also by giving young Samuel the framework, foundation and setting for his collecting ambitions. The landscape designer Capability Brown, left unpaid by Torrington’s employment, had to be wooed back to remodel the Southill landscape, while Brown’s son-in-law Henry Holland was engaged to develop a vision for the house. Holland, an architect with Whiggish allegiance, was already famous from London to Bedfordshire, having designed Carlton House for the Prince of Wales, and having worked at Althorp for Lord Spencer and at Woburn Abbey for the Fifth Duke of Bedford. Pulling down walls, remodelling rooms and throwing out wings, the entire grand projet had cost over £54,000 by the time work was finished in 1802.


While rebuilding a great house was an ambition of a kind shared by many of his generation and class, in his ambition to make a collection of determinedly British art in Bedfordshire Whitbread was one of the collector-pioneers across the country in the early years of the nineteenth century. With others such as Walter Fawkes in Yorkshire, Sir George Beaumont in Leicestershire, the Third Marquess of Lansdowne in Wiltshire and Sir John Leicester in Cheshire, he shared a determination to see British art given the status it deserved on the walls of the wealthy. Only a fortnight after his father’s death Samuel Whitbread let it be known that he proposed ‘to make a collection of the works of English Artists’. This came to the ear of Joseph Farington, who added that Whitbread’s ‘father lately dead is said to have left him a million of property’. Telling Farington was tantamount to telling the world, and it was clear to Farington that this was no sudden decision. Samuel had already bought Romney’s colossal and troubling canvas Blind Milton Dictating to his Daughters for Southill, and had had a grand frame made for it to mark the occasion and to celebrate its acquisition. By the time of his death in 1815, Whitbread had acquired nearly eighty paintings by British artists, fifty or more of them directly from the artists themselves, and nineteen pieces of lead statuary from the posthumous workshop sale of the sculptor John Cheere.


However, unlike Leicester, who bought controversial artists including John Martin, Turner and James Ward to decorate his ‘British Gallery’ in Mayfair and his country house in Cheshire, and Fawkes whose collection in London and Yorkshire was overwhelmingly directed towards Turner, Whitbread kept carefully within the conservative waters of taste by commissioning portraits from John Hoppner, John Opie and James Northcote, and subject paintings by George Garrard, Sawrey Gilpin and S. W. Reynolds. While Gainsborough in his day was an artist of advanced and uncompromising authority, he was in the final year of his life when his portrait of Samuel was commissioned. However, while the choice of artists that Samuel Whitbread the younger patronized broke no new ground, the manner and extent of his generosity to his artist friends was remarkable. The engraver S. W. Reynolds came under Whitbread’s wing in 1801 when he was ‘nearly bankrupt in hope’ and unable to maintain his engraving commitments. Within a year Reynolds’s bills were being sent to Southill for Whitbread to settle, and the artist himself was being manfully encouraged by his patron to pull himself together and take up a new career in landscape gardening and architecture. Setting this less-than-organized Reynolds (not of course to be confused with the busy but dead-by-now Sir Joshua) to work in the country, Whitbread parcelled him out to Sir George Beaumont to carry out landscape design and building alterations at Coleorton, and to other grand estates, including Woburn and Colworth in Bedfordshire and Ashburnham in Sussex. At Southill Reynolds oversaw changes to the landscaping of the park, and the installation there at focal points of the John Cheere lead figure groups.


Whitbread was godfather and protector to his artists, commissioning and collecting with his heart rather than his head. This tends to set him apart from most patrons, who, like Leicester and Beaumont, paid out large sums, but nevertheless took little interest in their artists’ subsequent welfare. None of Whitbread’s artists would make advanced artistic statements; instead his patronage was a close expression of his political instincts and aspirations. Thus, it was the subject of Romney’s Milton, the radical poet and voice of liberty, as much as its status as a work of art, that directed Whitbread’s intention to buy it. Further, in acquiring John Opie’s portrait of the artist’s second wife, Whitbread was not just adding a handsome woman to his walls, but buying a fine portrait of the courageous leading anti-slavery campaigner Amelia Opie; and in commissioning at length the sculptor and painter George Garrard, Whitbread, as his father before him, was displaying his pride in agricultural improvement on his Bedfordshire estates and in the inexorable growth through good management of the brewery. Garrard was a regular visitor to Southill, for which he painted views of the house under reconstruction, to add to the oil portraits of trees and lively canvases of industry which he had painted for the elder Whitbread. ‘Garrard is a very ingenious little fellow,’ young Samuel wrote kindly in 1811, ‘who has been patronized by me and my father for more than five and twenty years.’


The most interesting aspect of Garrard’s work at Southill is the dozen or more white plaster models of cattle displayed in various life-like attitudes in rank after rank of glass cases. These are the result of a mid-career change of course in which Garrard became a sculptor and a highly competent maker of plaster models of animals, singly and in groups, in active, static or anatomical arrangements. The new secretary to the Board of Agriculture, Arthur Young, whose travels in England, Ireland and France had brought him to an intimate knowledge of the state of agricultural economy, encouraged Garrard in his work and in the scientific accuracy of his models. Agricultural improvement was gathering pace through scientific research and land management to such an extent that Garrard sensed a lucrative opportunity, a new interest and market in images of farm animals. He published his aquatints A Description of the Different Varieties of Oxen Common in the British Isles in 1800, and opened an agricultural museum at his home and studio in George Street, London. There, according to the art dealer Rudolph Ackermann, he ‘formed a collection of models that have raised him in this department to a competition with the greatest statuaries of Greece’. That is somewhat exaggerated, a salesman speaking, and a view which was balanced by the direct and argumentative sculptor Joseph Nollekens RA, who described Garrard dismissively but with some accuracy as a ‘jack-of-all-trades’. Garrard spread his talents thinly; he also moved into the carving of portrait busts in which, with some help from the easy-going Whitbread, he found commissions to make busts of Whitbread himself, Sir Joseph Banks, Arthur Young, Charles James Fox, the Earl of Egremont and Henry Holland. Across these years he made nearly ninety busts, a whole menagerie of farm and exotic animals, church monuments and architectural sculpture. Garrard’s was a busy studio from around 1800 until his death, so it is likely that his ultimate fall into poverty came through inadequate studio management, a real danger for many sculptors (see chapter 5). The point about Garrard and Whitbread is that the business of art, when seen in the perspective of the time, does not always reflect the course of art history as perceived 200 years later.


Garrard’s bust of Henry Holland, commissioned by Whitbread soon after the architect’s death in 1806, carries touching lines written by the patron himself, expressing mixed delight and regret at the ending of a long partnership during the remodelling of Southill:




Business is often friendship’s end:


From business once there rose a friend;


Holland! That friend I found in thee:


Thy loss I feel, whene’er I see


The labours of thy polished mind;


Thy loss I feel whene’er I find


The comforts of this happy place;


Thy loss I feel whene’er I trace,


In house, in garden, or in ground


The scene of every social round,


Farewell! In life I honour’d thee;


In death thy name respected be!





Whitbread’s central purpose was politics, however, not art, and it was this blurred focus that would draw him to commission artists of the modest standing of Garrard, whose art had its own appealing political angle. Whitbread was himself the rallying point of extreme Whig opinion that saw Napoleon as a hero figure, and the champion of anti-royalist liberty. Against popular opinion Whitbread campaigned for a peace deal to be struck with the French emperor in the early 1810s, and became a vehement opponent of the war with America in 1814.


Whitbread’s point of view in the House of Commons was characteristically contrary, and little supported. His friend Richard Brinsley Sheridan, the playwright, theatrical impresario and extraordinarily active Whig MP of no fixed abode, drew Whitbread into his own private cause when in 1809 a calamitous fire destroyed the Drury Lane Theatre. Sheridan, the theatre’s unpredictable manager and chief shareholder, walked a fine line between financial success and disaster, while usually putting on a good show. In 1809 the theatre was only about fifteen years old, having been designed (by Henry Holland) to the most modern specifications. These included a large water tank in the attic, to be released in the event of fire, and other splendid precautions such as iron columns and an iron safety curtain. Nevertheless, when the theatre burnt down, none of the much-trumpeted fire precautions could save it. Sitting in a chop-house across the road from the theatre, Sheridan watched the blaze with a glass of wine in his hand, musing: ‘a man can surely be allowed to take a glass of wine before his own fireside’. On the day of the fire the theatre owed nearly £44,000 in unpaid dividends to its subscribers. The perks given to these ‘New Renters’, as they were called, included free admission to any performance, and two shillings and sixpence in rent payable to each from every performance. As a consequence, up to 475 people were admitted free each night, cutting significantly into nightly income of the 3,600-seat theatre, and this income was already heavily mortgaged. To balance the books, takings had to reach £330 a performance, but at the end they were languishing at an average of around £70. In the weeks after the fire, Samuel Whitbread was expected to sort all this out.


With characteristic energy Whitbread eventually raised enough capital through the sale of £100 shares in the new building, inviting architects to submit designs and overseeing the construction up to the opening night, 10 October 1812. The appointed architect, Benjamin Dean Wyatt, was a member of the ubiquitous and proliferating Wyatt family of architects, the son of James Wyatt who was Beckford’s architect at Fonthill. The cartoonist Charles Williams followed the saga of money-raising and rebuilding, expressing the removal of Sheridan as ‘Rubbish of Old Drury’ and evoking the role played by the profits of the brewery in the process. Whitbread was seen publicly through these prints as the hero of the hour, depicted as fresh-faced and energetic, even though by now he was already heavily built, overweight and unwell. In one cartoon he wheels Sheridan away; in another he is chaired in triumph onto the building site, waving a foaming mug of ale and saying: ‘We . . . shall now have a Theatre as much like a Brewhouse as one Barrel is like another, which is certainly the most elegant of all buildings & what publican is there that thinks the same?’ Soon after the opening season began, George Cruikshank depicted the theatre’s stage alive with activity, with the central figure of Whitbread stirring a huge brewing vat with papers inscribed ‘Expectations’, ‘Subscriptions’ and ‘Promises’.


Despite the frenzy of the fund-raising, rebuilding and opening, the theatre’s finances remained complex and arcane. The burden of finance affected all involved in the theatre, as Joseph Farington noticed in 1814: ‘[Edmund] Kean . . . was puffed up beyond his claim, probably to fill the Drury Lane Theatre, which was reduced almost to bankruptcy.’ Whitbread’s anxieties were not restricted to his responsibilities for the theatre’s rebirth, but circled also around his unpopular political position. After spending the evening of 5 July 1815 in apparently intense discussions with lawyers about money, Whitbread fretted, tossed and turned in his bed, and the following morning killed himself by slitting his throat with a razor. His Whig supporter Lord Holland (not to be confused with the late architect Henry Holland) said of him afterwards:




It is no slight homage to his character that at a moment when the grief of everybody seemed to be engrossed by some loss in the battle of Waterloo, his death should have made so deep and so general an impression.





Whitbread spread himself very thin over his multifarious interests and responsibilities – politics, the brewery, Drury Lane Theatre, landscaping his grounds at Southill, charities in Bedford – to the extent that his collecting activities failed to show the courage of his early convictions. He was not a man for the new art. While John Constable had by 1815 barely emerged out of Suffolk and would not come to disturb the art scene for five more years at least, Turner was already exhibiting challenging paintings at the Royal Academy, as was John Martin at the British Institution and Augustus Wall Callcott at the Academy. The artists that Whitbread came up with were limited to Gainsborough, now dead, the down-at-heel engraver S. W. Reynolds, Sawrey Gilpin the elderly painter of horse flesh, and the multi-tasking cow-man George Garrard. The world was too much with Whitbread for him to become serious and effective as a patron of art.


Sir George Beaumont, ten years Whitbread’s senior, was diametrically opposed to Whitbread in his interests and approach as a patron. Where Whitbread followed his heart and had his purse open to others, Beaumont was dogmatic and certainly dictatorial in his tastes. Loved and loathed in equal measure, he was described by the topographical painter Thomas Hearne as ‘a supreme Dictator on works of art’. More recently the economic historian Gerald Reitlinger described him as ‘a sort of permanent public school prefect’. Beaumont knew very clearly which living artists he liked, and while his income was comparatively modest – the nosey Farington estimated it at £8,000 per year – he spent it extremely wisely in buying not only his British artists, but more particularly the finest available old masters: Claude, Poussin, Rembrandt, Rubens, and the spectacular Taddei Tondo by Michelangelo, which he bequeathed to the Royal Academy. These more than matched acquisitions of old masters made by infinitely richer contemporaries such as Sir John Angerstein, William Beckford and Samuel Rogers. By political cunning, public spirit and moral blackmail towards the end of his life, Beaumont devised that, even though he bequeathed them to the British Museum, his paintings would eventually contribute to the founding collection of the National Gallery.


However, rather than keeping his views to himself and quietly buying old masterpieces incognito, Beaumont took the noisier route of telling the world of connoisseurs which of the younger artists they should support: his protégés included Thomas Girtin, David Wilkie, Benjamin Robert Haydon, John Constable and John Gibson. He encouraged James Ward RA, more in word than deed, by assuring him that were he to paint his huge canvas Gordale Scar (1812–14) he would build a dining room in his new house at Coleorton large enough to accommodate it on an end wall; if he had done so, the wall would have had to have been at least 14 or 15 feet from floor to ceiling. The artists Beaumont loathed included above all Turner, whose high colouring even in the 1810s he felt to be a pernicious influence on the progress of art and apt to sap the moral fibre of younger artists such as Callcott.


Not limiting himself to painters and sculptors, Beaumont encouraged and befriended writers including Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey. Nevertheless, while his general perspective was backwards, and he installed a monument at Coleorton to Sir Joshua Reynolds flanked with Coade stone busts of Raphael and Michelangelo, he showed more than a spark of forward thinking by commissioning Constable to paint the scene of its setting. Beaumont did a bit of painting himself and considered himself to have notable talent. Others found it best to agree with him, to the extent that Wordsworth was so struck by Beaumont’s gloomy and old-fashioned Peele Castle in a Storm that he composed fifteen Elegiac Stanzas in praise of the work that brought back his own vivid memories of Peele Castle in what is now Cumbria. Its over-enthusiastic response suggests, however, that this might just have been flattery:




Oh ’tis a passionate Work! – yet wise and well;


Well chosen is the spirit that is here;


That Hulk which labours in the deadly swell,


This rueful sky, this pageantry of fear!







And this huge Castle, standing here sublime,


I love to see the look with which it braves,


Cased in the unfeeling armour of old time,


The light’ning, the fierce wind, and trampling waves.





Beaumont was the connoisseur’s connoisseur – perceptive, opinionated, astute and sharp-tongued, never short of a caustic put-down, but never short either of the odd fifty pounds to give to an artist whose work in his view deserved support. His nervous energy even got the better of the manically active painter Haydon: after an exhausting few days in Beaumont’s company at Coleorton in 1809, Haydon could only lie back and close his eyes in the coach as it trundled home to London, thinking, ‘they did nothing, morning, noon or night, but think of painting, talk of painting, dream of painting and wake to paint again’. Only an amateur could be so utterly obsessed. Beaumont was a magnet of critical anecdote and tittle-tattle, and went about his business in a manner which caused as much amusement as it did displeasure. Callcott had a story about him and his wife:




Sir George and Lady Beaumont are the greatest Lion hunters of the day. Every season produces its wonder, and every fresh wonder exceeds all the wonders that have preceded it. Their mode of puffing the powers of these wonders however is not always calculated to unlock their hearers with a conviction of the propriety of their judgement any more than the ten thousand wonders which they have exposed to the world and which are now forgotten.
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