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            Foreword

         

         Maria Cosway was, with her older contemporary Angelica Kauffman (1741–1807), one of the two most prominent female painters in eighteenth-century Britain; indeed, Maria was from her earliest career seen as the ‘new Angelica’. Like Angelica she exhibited frequently at the Royal Academy and was married to a painter, Richard Cosway. Both women were prominent in the London art world not only because of their talent but because of their sex appeal and charm. Both were accomplished musicians and were notably cosmopolitan; Maria was born in Italy to English parents and trained as a painter there. She travelled frequently on the continent, returning to Italy in later life, while Angelica was Swiss by birth and frequented literary circles in Italy, including those of Goethe. Both were notorious for love affairs, imaginary or real, with prominent people in society; Angelica was associated, almost certainly wrongly, with Sir Joshua Reynolds, while Maria’s deep and long-standing friendship with Thomas Jefferson has been the subject of intense speculation in modern times.

         There were, however, differences between Maria and Angelica. Angelica was perhaps the more dedicated artist, perfecting her craft methodically over many decades, while Maria’s career was more episodic. She was intensely sociable but eventually gave up art and society to become a teacher of young women in a small Italian town. Her husband was impelled by a strong desire to cut a bella figura in London society by seeking out aristocratic company, and the couple entertained lavishly in their London homes. Maria clearly enjoyed performing the role of a society hostess, despite her devout Catholic faith. Her sociability and celebrity produced an extraordinary amount of documentation in terms of letters and descriptions, and that has enabled Diane Boucher to give an unusually comprehensive picture of an eighteenth-century artist’s circles.

         Being a female artist in eighteenth-century London was not easy. Writings about Maria at the time overflow with condescension and a determination to find ‘feminine’ qualities in her art. There is also her own realisation that 7her physical attractiveness and agreeable manner were necessary for the public success of a woman artist. To be wife of a well-known painter was always double-edged. While it could guarantee her a place in the world of art and fashion, it caused friction during her marriage, as Richard at times sought to curb her artistic ambition. Despite knowing the Prince of Wales and entertaining members of the aristocracy in their apartment in Schomberg House in Pall Mall, the Cosways’ social position was always precarious. Maria was after all an innkeeper’s daughter, and even in a society in which merchants and professionals were beginning to achieve wealth and assert themselves, that would always excite the snobbery of some of their high-born acquaintances.

         Her final years were largely spent from 1812 until her death in 1838 in Lodi near Milan, where she founded and ran an internationally renowned school, mainly for the daughters of wealthy Italians. Her role as a kind of mother superior represents the greatest possible contrast to her earlier life, where she had attracted the attentions of prominent men, like Jefferson and the Corsican hero General Paoli, both of whom wrote her passionate letters. Jefferson seems, if one takes the famous ‘Head and Heart’ letter literally, to have been madly in love with her. But, looking back from the twenty-first century, we need to be cautious. While they were undoubtedly extremely fond of each other and spent much time in each other’s company, we should not assume that the relationship was sexual, though that cannot be entirely ruled out. The ‘Head and Heart’ letter is a literary tribute to a female friend, of a kind that has fallen entirely out of fashion.

         As a painter Maria’s career was dominated by similar contradictions to the rest of her life. She was from the beginning deeply admiring of the paintings of Henry Fuseli, who specialised in the highly theatrical treatment of sublime literary themes, in which the body is treated as a malleable and expressive entity. For a female artist the sublime was highly problematic, for it was at the time inextricably associated with maleness, while the female was associated by contrast with beauty. As a critic noted in 1784: ‘We cannot help lamenting her obstinacy in choosing subjects so infinitely beyond her ability to execute. She will never succeed in the sublime. Let her attempt the tender.’

         It can be argued that Maria’s art was largely governed by a desire to reconcile the ‘sublime’ with the ‘tender’, or the male with the female. This may be seen in her spectacular painting exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1782, The Duchess of Devonshire as Cynthia from Spenser’s The Faerie 8Queene (Chatsworth). The dramatic gesture of the arms, the forward movement and the unearthly setting clearly evoke the Fuselian sublime, but the strikingly graceful presence of the subject conjures up gentler feelings. Like Angelica, almost all her paintings exhibited at the Royal Academy contain prominent female subjects, and this is true also of her less formal work. It would be tempting to see her as a feminist avant la lettre, but she also implicitly conformed to the contemporary expectation of female artists that their true province was the expression of sentiment. It is not fortuitous that one of her best received paintings, The Death of Miss Gardiner, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1789, was described as ‘A dying child, summoned by the spirit of a deceased parent: an historical fact’. It shows the child gesturing towards the light, where her soul is bound, while being comforted by her aunt. It is an early intimation of the religiosity that was to dominate Maria’s later life, and an exercise in contemporary history painting. It was probably not by chance that the sitters were from an aristocratic family, well known to Maria; the girl was the daughter of Luke Gardiner (later 1st Viscount Mountjoy) and his deceased wife, whose sister, Lady Townshend, was a particular friend of Maria’s, married to the 1st Marquess Townshend.

         Despite her reputation as a social butterfly and being married to a Protestant, Maria’s Catholicism came to the fore in her later art and life. She increasingly had doubts about her way of life and her marriage, though she did attend to her ailing husband in his last years. This can be clearly seen in paintings made at the very end of the eighteenth century, like the Descent from the Cross (Lodi) in which the fervent theatricality of the Virgin Mary’s lament is set within a Caravaggesque darkness.

         The final nearly forty years of her life, first in Lyon then in Lodi, represent an almost Mary Magdalene-like transformation from London society. Though the school’s curriculum was relatively enlightened, and she lived in an elegant setting, surrounded by paintings by her husband and herself and some Old Masters, she cultivated a nun-like air of piety and was devoted to her students: an extraordinary coda to a life seemingly devoted entirely to the worldly pursuit of artistic and social success. We are fortunate indeed to now have access in this book to her rich and varied life.

         
             

         

         David Bindman

         Emeritus Professor of the History of Art,

         University College London, February 2025
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            Introduction

         

         
            Short as Mr. C.’s Memoirs may be, mine would be perhaps too long, but very full of interesting matters.

            Maria Cosway to Sir William Cosway, 24 May 1830

            I shall remind my enlightened country-women that they are not the mere appendages of domestic life, but the partners, the equal associates of man: and … they are no less capable of all that prejudice and custom have united in attributing, exclusively, to the thinking faculties of man.

            Mary Robinson, Letter to the Women of England (1799)

         

         In 1834, four years before her death, Maria Cosway was awarded the title of Baroness of the Austrian Empire by the Emperor Francis I in recognition of her work as the founder of a pioneering school for girls at Lodi, near Milan. The fact that she was a woman, an English woman at that, and not of noble birth, made this outstanding achievement all the more remarkable. It was the culmination of an extraordinary life that had begun seventy-four years earlier in Florence where her English father, Charles Hadfield, was the proprietor of three inns that he ran as a home-from-home for artists and wealthy travellers undertaking the Grand Tour. Maria’s childhood home was at one of these and her everyday contact with the sophisticated clientele meant that she developed an easy sociability from an early age, a skill that stood her in good stead for the rest of her life. It helped that she was also a highly talented, charming and attractive young woman, with the ability to use these attributes to her advantage. Encouraged by her father, Maria displayed great early promise as both an artist and a musician. Though equally adept at both, she decided to 10concentrate on her painting and at the age of eighteen was admitted as a member of Florence’s Accademia delle Arti del Disegno, a notable honour for someone so young.

         It was as a painter that she made her name in London, having moved there in 1779. Shortly after, she married the successful artist Richard Cosway, a member of the Royal Academy known for his dandified appearance, his licentiousness, his eccentricity and his ambition. There were advantages for her in what was essentially a marriage of convenience: financial security, artistic guidance and – at least initially – his devotion. The major disadvantage was that although her husband encouraged Maria to continue painting and allowed her to exhibit, she could not do so professionally. This meant that of the impressive total of forty-two paintings she exhibited at the Royal Academy from 1781 to 1801, the whereabouts of only a handful are known. That several of these missing paintings were highly regarded at the time is clear both from contemporary reviews and the fact that many had engravings made after them.

         Marriage to Richard provided Maria with entry into the world of the bon ton, where together they made their mark as one of London’s notable celebrity couples, a status enhanced following their move to Schomberg House in fashionable Pall Mall, a few doors from the London residence of George, Prince of Wales, Richard’s most important patron. At their new home, Maria presided and performed at a weekly musical salon attended by artists, writers, musicians, foreign dignitaries, and the great and good of the Whig elite. Music always played a central role in her life, as a singer and a gifted performer on keyboard instruments and harp, but also as a composer of songs and instrumental pieces, some of which she had published. Some contemporary critics even considered Maria a better musician than painter.

         Despite the social cachet of her position as a society hostess, Maria was never entirely happy in England, regularly complaining about the gloominess of the weather and the melancholy effect it had on her. She was much more content when abroad, and on a visit to Paris with her husband in 1786 she discovered that her allure and charm won just as many distinguished admirers as they had done in England. It was here that she met Thomas Jefferson, the American Minister Plenipotentiary to France, who spent several weeks in her company, often the two of them alone, and, according to some, they embarked on an intense if short-lived affair. The pair’s ensuing correspondence and friendship lasted until shortly before his 11death, inspiring from him a series of passionate and beautifully written love letters. The relationship was undoubtedly enormously important for both of them, but in the telling of their story Maria is often portrayed as little more than a coquette, rather than the sophisticated and intelligent woman Jefferson loved and admired.

         It was in 2009 at Thomas Jefferson’s home at Monticello in Virginia that I first came across Maria Cosway. Visitors enter from the grand East Portico into the airy Entrance Hall where Jefferson greeted his guests; turn to the left and you are in a more intimate, domestic space used during Jefferson’s lifetime by his daughter as her sitting room. High on one wall is a portrait of Maria, an engraving based on a drawing by her husband that dates from soon after the couple’s wedding in 1781. Maria, then in her early twenties, is shown outdoors, seated on the ground with a closed book beside her. She looks charming in her elaborate hat and fashionable high-waisted gown, her head turned towards the viewer, to whom she proffers a beguiling smile. With my interest piqued by this image, I began to explore everything I could find about this intriguing woman. What I discovered was a woman who was sustained throughout her life by her strong Catholic faith; had a good understanding of herself; a gift for friendship; a powerful personality; and deeply held convictions. All of which enabled her to negotiate and resist the deep-rooted misogyny and religious prejudices of the age.

         
            
[image: ]1. Francesco Bartolozzi after Richard Cosway, Maria Cosway, 1785. Maria drawn by her husband in the early years of their marriage and engraved by their friend Francesco Bartolozzi. Maria later sent a copy of the print to Thomas Jefferson at Monticello.

            

         

         12Maria’s connections with members of the elites of Britain, France and Italy enabled her to act as a nexus between leading figures in the arts, politics and education. Thus, when her career as an artist stalled, apparently irretrievably, she was able to reinvent herself as a full-time educator by exploiting her links to the Bonaparte family, in particular her friendship with Napoleon’s uncle, Joseph Fesch, who encouraged and enabled her to open her first school in Lyon, the city where he was archbishop. Through Maria’s story it is possible to explore the wider issues central to an understanding of the social and political history of the period, a time of revolution and war encompassing enormous changes in the transition towards modernity. Maria was very much a product of Enlightenment ideas, some of which she inherited from her father who had been a supporter of the American Revolution and a fervent believer in the education of girls. She was a contemporary of Mary Wollstonecraft and Mary Robinson, two of the most significant proto-feminists of the time, and she illustrated one of Robinson’s more polemical poems, The Wintry Day, which highlighted the plight of rural labourers in the late eighteenth century. Along with her husband, she was part of a group of artists who were strong advocates for the abolition of slavery, encouraging their longtime servant, Ottobah Cugoano, a former slave, to publish his influential Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species.

         One of the pleasures of reconstructing Maria’s complex life has been in exploring the vast amounts of documentation about her that exist. This material has enabled me to recreate much of her story based on her own words and those of her friends, family and acquaintances. The letters, together with her extant diaries from 1802, cover a wide range of subjects, not only personal news but discussions on art, music, education and world events. These have been supplemented by contemporary newspapers, magazine articles and other writings about Maria and her social circle. One of the outstanding features of her letters is the way they reveal how she managed to create warm and lasting friendships with people from a variety of backgrounds, nationalities and interests. But they also indicate the strength of her personality when it came to defending herself, and she frequently wrote to her correspondents, or used her diaries, to set the record straight in her own terms. This is particularly evident in two important autobiographical letters: one written in 1816, which details Maria’s account of the breakdown of her difficult marriage to Richard Cosway, the other 13written in 1830 to Sir William Cosway, a cousin of her husband’s, in which she outlines the story of her life.

         There is no doubt that Maria wanted her story to be told. It is clear from her letter to Sir William Cosway (see Appendix 2) in which, in response to his request for some memoirs of herself, she replied, ‘I shall just send you what you may think most necessary, at my Death, you may have a minute account from my journals, travels and letters.’1 There is also an earlier letter of 1823 to her brother-in-law, William Combe, in which after asking him to write a biography of Richard (whose friend he was), she added,

         
            At the same time we talked of publishing a Correspondence, &c., and Travels, &c., of myself, of which I felt awkward about and talking of it with some persons, what they observed on it discouraged me and made me think not to press that part tho’ it might have been announced for a future opportunity; my delicacy was also on account of those persons being living.2

         

         In the event, nothing came of the idea of publishing Maria’s story during her lifetime, but she took great pains to preserve her journals and keep copies of much of her voluminous correspondence for future biographers, even reconstituting copies of her letters written many years earlier. The bulk of her archive is now held by the Fondazione Maria Cosway, which occupies the site of the former school at Lodi. Unfortunately, nearly all subsequent published accounts of Maria’s life have been recounted in relation to somebody else: either by suggesting her as the possible paramour of a number of famous men, or as the other (less important) half of the Cosways’ artistic partnership. Both views trivialise her and ignore her many remarkable achievements. By writing this biography, I hope I have fulfilled Maria’s wishes of telling the story of her life and times, and restored her to her fully warranted position as a creative and innovative person in her own right.

         
            * * *

         

         Note: Even by the casual standards of the eighteenth century, Maria Cosway’s English spelling is extremely wayward, and she always claimed to feel more confident when writing in Italian. On those occasions when the misspelling is sufficiently eccentric as to be distracting, it has been corrected.
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            CHAPTER 1

            Florence – The Innkeeper’s Daughter
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            … by the limpid current of the Arno I received life!

            Maria Cosway to Thomas Jefferson, July 1787

         

         On 27 September 1778, the Accademia delle Arti del Disegno in Florence recorded the admission of ‘Signora Maria Hadfield Pittrice Inglese’, an honour only ever bestowed on the most distinguished artists from Italy and abroad. Founded in 1563 by Cosimo I de’ Medici, Duke of Tuscany, the Academy rarely elected women – the first was Artemisia Gentileschi in 1615 – and it was, therefore, a great tribute to Maria that, at just eighteen years old, she was invited to join this prestigious institution. As was customary for new members, she submitted her self-portrait.1 But unlike many of those whose self-portraits adorned the academy walls, Maria chose to portray herself without the instruments of her trade; instead we see an attractive, self-assured young woman in three-quarter pose, looking out of the canvas towards the spectator. Poised and graceful, her long, carefully coiffed, fair hair hangs over the shoulder of her simple russet brown dress. On her head is a white turban, a fashion accessory that was to be the defining feature of many portraits of her. The artist James Northcote, who first encountered Maria in Rome in December 1778, described her as ‘not unhandsome, endowed with considerable talents, and with a form 19extremely delicate and a pleasing manner of the utmost simplicity. But she was withal, active, ambitious, proud, and restless…’ These character traits, which Northcote so perspicaciously noted in the young Maria, alongside ‘her considerable talents’, were to prove invaluable in sustaining her throughout her long and fascinating life.2

         
            
[image: ]2. Maria Cosway, Self-Portrait, 1778.

A confident self-portrait by the 18-year-old Maria, showing the strong influence of Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Accademia self-portrait in pose, colouring and light source.

            

         

         20Every story needs a beginning and Maria Hadfield’s was nothing short of dramatic:

         
            I may relate a circumstance at my birth as extraordinary as unheard of – four or five children were born before me; put to Nurse out of town. My Mother used to go frequently found the Child well, and to her great surprise the next day the Nurse came and the Child had died in the night. Changed Nurse, changed place, the same happened thro’ four children. At my birth my father resolved to take a Nurse in the house and had a governess to keep always a watch on the Nurse and the child. On day one, a Maid servant went to the Nursery, took me in her Arms and said pretty little Creature, I have sent four to heaven I hope to send you also: the governess struck at this extraordinary speech ran to my father, proper enquiries were made, the Woman said she thought it doing a good Act and was confined for Life. From that instant, My father said I should be brought up as a Catholic and all his children were also.3

         

         The four murdered babies, three boys and a girl, were born from 1755 to 1758. They were the children of Charles Hadfield and Isabella Pocock Hadfield, an English Protestant couple living in Florence. How Charles and Isabella met is unknown, but according to the records of the Chapel register of the Protestant Society of Leghorn (Livorno), they were not officially married until 1759, ‘at Sienna the 5th day of August 1759 by Mr Lepeal’.4 Maria Louisa Catherine Cecilia was born just ten months after her parents’ marriage on 17 June 1760. She was the eldest of the Hadfield’s five surviving children, and was baptised as a Protestant in Florence on 22 November 1760 by Everard Hutcheson, chaplain to the British Factory at Leghorn. Her godparents were both members of the British aristocracy, perhaps reflecting the social aspirations that the Hadfields harboured for their daughter: Sir Brook Bridges, then aged twenty-six (whose daughter later married Jane Austen’s brother Edward), and Lady Lucy Boyle, the fifteen-year-old daughter of the 5th Earl of Cork, later Viscountess Torrington.5 21Maria’s brother William was born the following year in 1761, followed by George in 1764, and then two sisters, Charlotte in 1766 and Elizabeth, usually known as Bettina, in 1769.

         Much of what is known about Maria’s early life comes from an autobiographical letter she wrote to a cousin of her husband’s, Sir William Cosway, in 1830 (see Appendix 2). From this we learn that the children’s first language was Italian and that they were brought up as Catholics, despite being baptised as Protestants and having Protestant parents. Having undergone the terrible trauma of the murder of their four older children as tiny babies, it was understandable that the Hadfields made this decision. They must have felt that it was the best way to protect their children in a country deeply suspicious of Protestantism and may have assumed that some of their children would choose to remain living in Italy. Ironically, when Maria and her siblings did move to England, they experienced a degree of anti-Catholic bigotry.

         In her letter of 1830, Maria tells us almost nothing about her mother and little is known about her, beyond the fact that her name Isabella (Elisabetta on her passport) may indicate an Italian family connection.6 Maria is, however, much more forthcoming about her father: ‘My father, Charles Hadfield, was from Manchester of very rich merchants and manufacturers.’7 When in Italy in the 1740s, Hadfield recognised a lucrative business opportunity: ‘My father travelling thro Italy found very bad accommodations for travelers particularly the English, this enduced him to take a large house and fitted it up quite in the English manner, this brought all the English, and was induced to take two more houses for the same purpose, in the one on the Arno I was born.’8

         Charles Hadfield’s first inn, sometimes referred to as ‘Carlo’s’, was situated on the Lungarno Capponi (now the Lungarno Guicciadini) along the left bank of the Arno, an area known as the Oltrarno (literally ‘beyond the Arno’). It was here that Maria was born and it also served as the family’s home. A pair of landscapes by the artist Thomas Patch, dated 1763, show the River Arno by day and by night as seen from the Lungarno. The daytime painting, looking across the river to the Palazzo Corsini and down river to the Ponte alla Carraia, is the view that Maria would have woken up to every morning during her childhood.9

         The second inn, also on the Oltrarno, was close to the Pitti Palace, the Boboli Gardens and the Palazzo Manetti, home to Sir Horace Mann, 22the longtime British Consul in Florence. A guidebook published in 1775 describes the inn, ‘It is, and has always been a house in very great esteem – in a genteel part of the town (near the Santo Spirito) a few doors from the English envoy [Mann] and near the [Pitti] palace and the gardens of the Grand Duke.’10 The third inn, the Palazzo Bruciato, was situated in the countryside north of Florence, a mile from the Porto San Gallo near the Capuchin convent at Montughi.

         
            
[image: ]3. Thomas Patch, A View of the River Arno by Day, 1763.

Thomas Patch was a resident of Florence and his caricatures and views of the city were highly prized by British aristocrats on the Grand Tour.

            

         

         Charles Hadfield, described by Mrs George Craster as ‘a saucy imposing man’, was sociable and entrepreneurial, traits that made him well suited to running inns.11 Together Charles and Isabella Hadfield created an ambiance that was extremely convivial to British travellers. The Welsh artist Thomas Jones, who stayed with the Hadfields in November 1776, wrote, ‘Wednesday 20th. Being at present among our Country Folks & in a house where we lived in the English fashion. My ideas were all at once seemingly changed I could hardly help fancying myself in England and that increasing phantom – distance from home which continualy haunted my 23Mind at every stage, vanished an instant.’12 The guest registers of the three inns reads like a Who’s Who of English society during the second half of the eighteenth century. The historian Edward Gibbon stayed in March 1764. ‘[W]e descended on a certain Charles Hadfield, an Innkeeper who is very well known among the English Travellers and who speak highly of him, judging by our supper, it would appear that he merits this praise.’13 James Boswell was there in July 1765 and the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester in April 1777. As well as Thomas Jones, artists included George Romney, Joseph Wright of Derby, Henry Tresham, Ozias Humphry, and the sculptor Thomas Banks and his family. Some guests stayed for several months at a time and many returned on more than one occasion.

         The Hadfields developed many friendships with their guests and these were to prove very useful to their children in the following years. Charles Hadfield sometimes acted as an intermediary between the art dealers of Italy and the guests at his inn, helping to facilitate the purchase and shipping of artworks, and Maria described her father as having ‘a great 24taste and knowledge of the Arts and Sciences’.14 Charles Townley, a wealthy English Catholic, stayed twice at the inns, and wrote to Hadfield about buying pictures and sculptures. Townley was part of an elite network of upper-class collectors and connoisseurs, and his outstanding collection of classical antiquities later formed the basis of the British Museum’s collection.15 On one occasion, Townley gave a ball at the Hadfield hotel for fifty people during carnival, which Maria attended. ‘I dance so much I caught a cold.’16

         
            
[image: ]4. Thomas Patch, A Punch Party, 1760. English milordi enjoying a relaxed and convivial evening at ‘Carlo’s’, with Charles Hadfield in the centre holding a punch bowl aloft. Maria’s godfather, Brook Bridges, is seated in the centre wearing a white-spotted suit.

            

         

         Florence was a magnet for British and European artists. Some visited the city for short periods en route for Rome; others such as Thomas Patch made Florence their home. Patch must have been a frequent visitor to the inns, providing paintings – views of the city, portraits and caricatures – for the Hadfield guests, eager to acquire souvenirs of their stay in Italy. The Punch Party, a caricatural group portrait of a raucous evening at 25one of the inns in 1760, was painted for the 5th Earl of Stamford. The artist helpfully provided a key for each person in the painting with ‘Mr. Hadfield, the landlord’ as No. 10, standing behind the dining table and lifting a handsome china punch bowl above his head, looking every inch the maître d’hôtel.17 Other guests include long-time Florence resident, Earl Cowper; Maria’s godfather Brook Bridges; and George Byng, 4th Viscount Torrington, who would later marry Maria’s godmother, Lucy Boyle. The works of art on the walls of the spacious room and a copy of the Dancing Faun from the Uffizi suggest Hadfield’s own interest in the arts.

         We know something of Charles Hadfield’s political convictions from a letter between Maria’s artist friends, Henry Tresham and Ozias Humphry. Tresham wrote to Humphry concerned about Hadfield’s sympathetic attitude to the American Revolution; he asked him to try to talk him out of his misguided ideas: ‘I hope by this time you have been able to convert him from his political Errors. Theres a holy mistaken zeal in politicks as well as in religion, and I am persuaded that every favourer of the American rebellion, walks in Darkness and the Shadow of Death.’18 Hadfield, who died in 1776, never saw the outcome of the American fight for independence, but his daughter was later predisposed to at least some of her father’s liberal attitudes.

         Charles Hadfield passed his love of art and sociability onto his children. Their upbringing in and around the inns ensured they were at ease with a wide variety of people. Four of the five siblings went on to pursue artistic careers, Maria, William and Charlotte as artists, and George as an architect, and the children remained close for much of their lives, frequently helping one another and staying in touch despite often being in different countries. They also maintained a wide circle of interconnecting friends, many of whom they had known since their childhood in Italy. Among these were the diplomat and art collector Sir James Wright and his wife Catherine who first stayed at the inns on their honeymoon in 1758 and became friends with Charles Hadfield.

         Maria was always fiercely defensive of her father’s belief in a good education for his children and of the sacrifices he made for them. Many years later she took offence, on behalf of her late parents, when Milanese high society at ‘a brilliant and distinguished dinner of 40 people’ snobbishly assumed she was the daughter of a noble Italian family because of her good manners. 26

         
            Yes, I should be flattered, but my manner of thinking is different: I was not born the daughter of a prince nor an Italian as my manners (not to repeat the fine things that were said of me) would have one believe. And it would be a compliment compromising the truth of my mother. No, this humiliates and mortifies me. Because an honest man who knows the value and price of a good education, who makes sacrifices, who speaks to his children should he not succeed and be distinguished from the vulgar? Perhaps are these things only given to the nobility? … If I acquired something it is the merit of my parents but not my illustrious birth … to take away the truth of my birth would be injurious.19

         

         
            * * *

         

         The Duchy of Tuscany and its capital Florence had been under Habsburg rule since 1737 following the demise of the Medici dynasty, who had established their rule in the fifteenth century through their political and financial acumen. By 1765, when Peter Leopold succeeded to the title of Grand Duke, the city had long since lost its financial dominance on the world stage, and its chief attraction now was as an important destination for the wealthy British travelling on the Grand Tour. Originally conceived in the late seventeenth century as an education for aristocratic young Englishmen, and considered essential to the making of a connoisseur, the Grand Tour had by the latter part of the eighteenth century come to include a wider range of travellers, including families and sometimes women travelling on their own. Initially these visitors were drawn to the city’s outstanding art collections and Renaissance architecture, but many found Florentine life so convivial and comfortable that they often remained there for extended periods. James Northcote wrote to his sister in 1779, that he much preferred the city to Rome, considering it ‘one of the prettiest cities in Italy… there are not such a quantity of fine things as in Rome, but still there are a great many very fine.’ He also preferred the people: ‘The Florentines are much more honest and simple in their manners than the Romans who are artful and wicked the Florentines are much more like the English and their pronunciation of the Italian very curious and difficult to understand.’20

         The English expatriate community in the city was led by the well-connected Sir Horace Mann, the British representative in Florence, who 27from 1740 until his death in 1786 kept open house for British visitors and Florentines, entertaining both men and women at the Palazzo Manetti and often introducing the English milordi to the Grand Duke or the Regent. Mann’s main official responsibility was to keep an eagle eye on the ‘Young Pretender’, Charles Edward Stuart, grandson of King James II and the Stuart claimant to the English throne. Known at the time as the Count of Albany, he had lived in the city since 1774, but by the time Joseph Mercer, a young member of a prominent Scottish gentry family, accompanied Maria to the opera in November 1778, he was an elderly alcoholic who slept through the entire performance.21 The Count’s much younger wife, Louisa, Countess of Albany separated from her husband at about this time; she later became a friend of Maria’s and godmother to her daughter.

         The wealthiest and the most influential long-term British resident of the city was George Nassau Clavering-Cowper, 3rd Earl Cowper. In 1757, the then Viscount Fordwich (his title until his father’s death in 1764) set off on the Grand Tour aged nineteen. On reaching Italy, he became so smitten with the country that he decided to remain in Florence, only returning to England for a brief visit thirty years later. His financial independence – he had inherited a large fortune from his maternal grandfather – allowed him to purchase the imposing Villa Palmieri on the hillside below Fiesole overlooking the city. It was here that he displayed his superb collection of Old Master paintings, encouraging discerning travellers, especially young artists, to visit. Thomas Jones viewed the collection with friends on Thursday 21 November, 1776. ‘We went with Brown and Ebden at Lord Cowper’s saw his L-ship’s collection of pictures, particularly a fine one of the Rape of the Sabins by Van Dyck.’22 In addition to art, Cowper loved music and entertaining on a lavish scale. He kept his own group of musicians at the villa for his private concert season, and gave opera recitals, and on some occasions full-scale operas.23 Hester Thrale Piozzi who visited Florence in 1785, wrote, ‘Lord and Lady Cowper … make the society at this place more pleasing than can be imagined; while English hospitality softens down the stateliness of Tuscan manners.’24

         Piozzi’s reflections on her visit to Florence were written during her journey through Europe in 1785, six years after the Hadfields left Italy for London, but her account suggests some of the reasons why Maria always retained such fond memories of her home city. Piozzi wrote of the city’s cleanliness and its relaxed atmosphere ‘you sit in your carriage at a coffee-house 28door and chat with your friends according to the Italian custom, while one eats ice and another calls for lemonade, to while away the time after dinner’.25 She was delighted to find currant tarts, ‘which the Italians scorn to touch, which we are happy and delighted to pay not ten but twenty times their value for, because a currant tart is so much in the English way’.26

         Florence’s success as a haven for British tourism was in large part due to the port-city of Livorno (known in English as Leghorn), 97 km west of Florence. Livorno had been instrumental in developing the unique cultural and trading ties that by the eighteenth century existed in Tuscany for British travellers and tourists. Its status as an enlightened, multi-ethnic freeport had attracted a large British mercantile presence since the seventeenth century, and the English Factory at Livorno ensured that supplies of English food and other goods were readily available to British visitors in the area who hankered after home comforts, especially after being away from England for months or even years.27 It was no doubt from Livorno that the ingredients for English delicacies, such as currant tarts, could be obtained.

         
            * * *

         

         Maria had a curiously split experience of childhood; on the one hand, she was fortunate to encounter an extraordinary array of British society, including aristocrats, royalty, writers, connoisseurs, musicians and artists. This left her with the ability to be perfectly at ease with all aspects of high society, an attribute that was to prove extremely advantageous in her adult life. On the other hand, part of her early childhood took place within the nurturing atmosphere of the convent of San Francesco di Sales, called Il Conventino, located in the nearby Via dell’Orto, which she attended from the age of four.28 Her education at the convent and the knowledge of her own narrow escape from the murderous nurse left Maria with a deeply spiritual and melancholic side. Throughout her life she had to reconcile these competing experiences and their impact on her life. In 1816, after many vicissitudes, none of which ever shook her faith, she wrote: ‘My whole life has been miraculously protected. God is my all, heaven my only desire, a future happiness my only thought.’29

         Maria’s lessons at the convent included Italian, French, geography, history, sewing and music (she learned the harp, harpsichord and organ, singing and composition). Her proficiency as a musician was so rapid 29that before long she was invited to perform at court: ‘Her instrumental performance was in the superior mode; what that was, may be readily conjectured, when it is known that at ten years of age she sometimes, at the request and to the acknowledged gratification of the Grand Duke of Tuscany, presided at the harpsichord in the first concert of Florence.’30 Even after she left the convent aged twelve, Maria continued to visit the nuns and to play the organ at services. The ethos and curriculum of Il Conventino were to remain formative on Maria’s life and her future career as a pioneer in girls’ education. But she also saw convent life as a source of refuge, somewhere she could turn to at various stages in her life when things seemed to be spinning out of control. Unfortunately, she was never to find the type of refuge that matched the experience she had enjoyed at Il Conventino.

         Maria wrote of her love of the arts, especially painting, in 1830. ‘I had natural dispositions I was immediately put to learn music and at six and more at ten years of age did what I since have thought extraordinary. At eight years I began drawing … I took a passion for it more that I had for music.’31

         Charles Hadfield recognised and encouraged his young daughter’s talents as both an artist and musician. ‘My father had a great taste and knowledge of the Arts and Sciences therefore in every way contrived to furnish my mind.’32 He was especially proud of his talented eldest daughter and was constantly on the lookout for visiting musicians and artists to advise and instruct her, especially after she left the convent. The English musician William Parsons, who spent several years in Italy, had a fine tenor voice and may have instructed Maria in singing. Maria wrote to the artist Ozias Humphry, ‘I had the honour of singing “Ho sparso tante lacrime”, for Mr. Parsons and Milord [Cowper?].’33 The aria she performed was by Giuseppe Millico, a renowned castrato singer as well as a composer, who Maria saw perform at the city’s opera house. Already, at the age of sixteen, she was able to demonstrate a breadth of understanding as to what constituted a great opera singer, comparing, in another letter to Humphry, three of the star castrati of the Teatro della Pergola:

         
            The first singer’s name is Rubinelli and he is a contralto. He cannot be praised enough for he has a very handsome appearance and if the ‘prima donna’ is beautiful, the main male singer is even more so; his voice is the most beautiful I have heard; it doesn’t have that harshness that Milico had, but such a soft unity that it’s a pleasure to listen to 30… I cannot favour him over Milico because of the latter’s cantabile, nor can I favour him over Aprile for variations; but Rubinelli displays elements from both of the above with his handsome appearance and beautiful voice.34

         

         
            
[image: ]5. Violante Siries Cerroti, Self-Portrait, c. 1735.

Popular with the Florentine nobility as a portraitist, Siries Cerroti also produced religious works for some of the city’s churches. This self-portrait, one of several she painted, shows her holding an unfinished portrait of her father Luigi Siries.

            

         

         For painting, Hadfield arranged for Maria to be tutored from the age of eight by the artist Violante Siries Cerroti. The daughter of a French goldsmith and gem-carver employed by the Grand Duke, Cerroti was a well-regarded Florentine portrait and history painter who had trained in Paris with Hyacinthe Rigaud and François Boucher. She was a respected teacher of professional artists, including Maria and Anna Piattoli. All three women were honoured with membership of the male-dominated 31Accademia delle Arti del Disegno. Maria later wrote to Cerroti, thanking her for encouraging her to copy works of art in the Uffizi and Pitti galleries. The teaching of art through the copying and study of the Old Masters was seen as a fundamental part of the education of an artist: essential in helping to refine the aesthetic sensibilities. In 1769, when the Uffizi first opened its doors to the public, enabling artists to study and copy works, Cerroti was one of the first to register.35 The Archivio Storico delle Gallerie Fiorentine records a number of requests, beginning in 1773 when Maria was thirteen, from the director of the Royal Collection to the Grand Duke, which suggests that her visits were a regular occurrence and that her youthful talent was recognised by the authorities.36 According to Maria, by the time she was twelve she had outgrown Cerroti’s tutelage. ‘This lady soon found I could go further than she could instruct me and Mr. Zofani being at Florence my father ask’d him to give instructions.’37 Maria remained close to Cerroti, and the older woman’s intense religious faith influenced her young pupil’s own devout Catholicism.

         Maria’s new art teacher was the German-born artist Johann Zoffany RA who had arrived in Florence in 1772 and remained there for the next six years. He had been commissioned by Queen Charlotte, wife of George III, to paint a large work depicting the octagonal Tribuna room in the Uffizi. This was the gallery where some of the most important works of the Italian Renaissance and ancient Rome were on display; a visit to the gallery was considered one of the highlights of the Grand Tour. It took Zoffany five years to complete this complex and overcrowded work, which contains no less than twenty-two portraits, mostly of British visitors enjoying the works of art.38 This probably left him little time to adequately supervise Maria, who once again was put to work copying paintings in the gallery, including two that appear in The Tribuna: the Niccolini-Cowper Madonna by Raphael39 and Rubens’s Four Philosophers. In a codicil to her will, Maria left both her copies of these paintings to her school at Lodi, describing them as ‘La copia fatta de me di 13 anni di Quattro ritratti di Rubens’ and ‘La copia fatta de me di 15 anni di una Madonna di Raffaello’.40 When Maria travelled to London in 1779, she took them with her, showing the Raphael to Sir Joshua Reynolds to demonstrate her painting skills. She had every reason to be proud of these works as they are a remarkable accomplishment for such a young girl, and they constitute part of the body of work that led to her being received into the prestigious Florentine Academy.32

         
            
[image: ]6. Maria Cosway, Large Cowper Madonna, after Raphael, 1776.

Maria’s outstanding copy of the Raphael, painted was she was 16 years old, was later used by Joshua Reynolds to assess the value of Raphael’s original painting which had been sold by Johann Zoffany to Earl Cowper.

            

         

         Joshua Reynolds was an early artist hero for the young Maria who first encountered a self-portrait by him in the Uffizi gallery in 1775, the year it was painted. She requested permission to copy the work41 and the following month wrote about it to Ozias Humphry: ‘The colouring is so beautiful that it throws to the ground all the other portraits, especially that of Sir Mengs, which is just above it… I like it and have already started to copy it.’42 She was particularly struck by Reynolds’s dramatic use of light, his 33rich colours and loose brushwork, in contrast to the much more highly finished 1774 self-portrait by the German painter Anton Raphael Mengs. She clearly had Reynolds’s portrait in mind when she came to paint her own self-portrait for the Accademia, employing a similar three-quarter pose, a dark background, ochre colours and bright shafts of light on her face and figure. In the same letter to Humphry, we get a glimpse of how Maria spent her days in Florence,

         
            
[image: ]7. Sir Joshua Reynolds, Self-Portrait, 1775.

Reynolds had been elected a member of the Accademia in 1752 but it took him over twenty years to provide the customary self-portrait. He wears the robes of a Doctor of Civil Law recently awarded to him by the University of Oxford.34

            

         

         
            I go every morning at nine [to copy paintings] until one. After lunch I study as usual architecture until half past four. My singing teacher comes at five. At six I go drawing until nine. The evenings of the opera I go to listen to the talent of the prima donna and to see the beautiful person Milico and to make a sacrifice to Apollo and Daphne because, for me, it is a sacrifice to have to stay and watch ugly dancing.43

         

         Maria’s letters to Ozias Humphry are a valuable insight into her teenage years and her developing personality. Humphry travelled to Italy in 1773 with his friend and fellow artist, George Romney, spending time in both Florence, where he met Maria, and Rome, where she sent him letters, using the ‘Caffee Anglois’ (her spelling) in the Piazza di Spagna, a popular meeting place for the English artists in Rome, as his poste restante. Maria continued to correspond with Humphry after his return to England in 1777. In general, her letters are full of gossip, news of balls and other festivities, observations on paintings, singers, ballet, and the weather.

         
            The weather demonstrates its displeasure at your departure from Florence with a continual lament which fills the Arno with tears that it has almost flooded Florence. … The masked balls have begun. Yesterday evening was the first at the Festival of the Pergola, but it was the worst I have seen as there were not even thirty people but they danced very well … Tell me how you pass your time in Rome? Tell me how the ‘Posseso’ goes? To which the whole world goes except poor little me who remains here while the other ladies are in Rome.44

         

         Despite the amusements of Florence, Maria was an extremely serious student with a formidable work ethic, who sometimes expressed annoyance when her attention was diverted to what she considered frivolous pastimes. She was intent on becoming an artist despite all the obstacles that would inevitably be thrown in her path as a young woman without fortune in eighteenth-century Italy.

         
            I hope you realize that it’s only because of the Carnival that I haven’t written. It also stopped me from working, I am ashamed to say; engaging in such silly amusements, I now regret having wasted this time 35which to me should be so precious but I couldn’t do otherwise. I don’t know how to tell you how I have been spending my time over the last few days … you can imagine, and I think about this, I can see that time has passed in front of my very eyes at a fast pace and that the figure of VIRTUE is reprimanding me.45

         

         James Northcote wrote many years later that he considered Charles Hadfield had been overly lenient to Maria, with the result that she was ‘the object of adoration of an indulgent father who unfortunately for her, had never checked the growth of her imperfections’.46 It is not clear how Maria’s behaviour manifested itself to invite such opprobrium from Northcote who considered her a friend, but it is perhaps understandable that Hadfield may have over-indulged his pretty and precocious daughter, and perhaps his other children, given the profound shock that the murder of their older siblings must have caused him and his wife.

         In June 1775, the artist Joseph Wright of Derby stayed in Florence for three days at one of the Hadfield inns. This was on his return journey from southern Italy where he had been travelling since 1773. In some autobiographical notes, written in Italian many years later, Maria recorded how Wright’s visit had a marked impact on her: ‘Perhaps seeing my natural talent he advised me that I was not on the correct path; for three days he reasoned in this manner which opened my mind and taste for greater things. It was necessary to distance myself from the other one [Zoffany].’47

         Wright had been a successful portrait painter in Derby but the trip to Italy transformed his work. He initially sketched antiquities and architecture there, but what really captured his imagination was the dramatic scenery of southern Italy: the coastal landscape around Naples, the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, the sea and the sky. The journey stimulated him into becoming a landscape artist, and he wrote to his sister, ‘the artist finds here whatever may facilitate and improve his studies’.48 Maria’s account suggests Wright felt she needed something similar, rather than simply the slavish copying advocated by Zoffany and Cerroti, but it would be almost two years before she was able to leave Florence to pursue her studies, improve her skills, develop her knowledge of the world and establish her own artistic vision. Rome was to be her first port of call, a city in which many of the artist friends she had made in Florence were now living.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Rome – Becoming an Artist
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            We have in Rome a Miss Hadfield who studies Painting.

            James Northcote to his brother, December 1778

         

         In Charles Hadfield’s view, Rome was unquestionably the best place for Maria to continue her painting studies, ‘My father wanting to return to London took the opportunity to send me to Rome with an English gentlewoman.’1 Sadly, Charles Hadfield died in November 1776 a few months before Maria managed to leave. His declining health probably meant that his death was not unexpected, as William Parsons suggests in a letter to Mrs Hadfield: ‘I must heartily and sincerely condole with you your loss … The very bad state of health he had been in for a considerable time must have prepared for the worst.’2 Even so, Hadfield’s death must have been a terrible blow, not least for Maria who was extremely close to her father. It also put the whole family’s future in jeopardy. At first, Isabella Hadfield resolved to continue running the inns on her own, while overseeing her late husband’s wishes regarding Maria and her brother William. In a diary entry for 31 July 1777, Thomas Jones notes how ‘Mrs. Hadfield who kept the English hotel at Florence … Upon the death of her husband removed her family to Rome the Eldest daughter and son to study painting.’3 William, just a year younger than Maria, had studied in Florence under the Irish landscape artist Hugh Primrose Dean;4 he now became the pupil of the portrait and religious painter, Pietro Labruzzi, whose fine portrait of William holding a stylus is in the Uffizi.

         37At first, all appears to have gone well for Mrs Hadfield’s management of the inns. In a letter to Maria of 1777, she wrote, ‘I willingly will do all I can for you and I assure you I don’t think anything of the expense for I thank God my circumstances grow better and better every day and [if] I have but people in my House I shall go on very well.’5

         Maria and William arrived in Rome in the spring of 1777, staying through to the autumn of that year and then again from late December 1778 to May 1779.6 Maria does not record her first impressions of the city, where she had arrived in some style with Mrs Gore, the mother of Lady Cowper, but anyone arriving from the north came through the impressive gates of the Porta Flaminia.7 Once through the gates, visitors entered the vast open space of the Piazza del Popolo, designed as a grand theatrical entrance to the city. Immediately opposite, two identical domed churches flank three long straight roads, the tridente, each of which takes the visitor into the heart of the city.

         During the eighteenth century, it was almost de rigueur for young artists and architects to spend time in Italy, in particular in Rome. Not only were they exposed to Classical, Renaissance and Baroque masterpieces, which enabled them to improve their own techniques and hone their skills, but the experience helped improve their ‘eye’ and many – such as Maria’s friend Henry Tresham – went on to supplement their incomes by dealing in pictures, sculpture and prints. But, above all, Rome afforded artists and architects an excellent opportunity to meet and court potential patrons who were visiting the city on the Grand Tour. Thomas Jones wrote in his memoirs of the English visitors,

         
            The Romans arranged their English Visitors into three Classes or degrees … the first Class consists of the Artisti or Artists, who came here as well for Study and Improvement, as emoluments by their profession – The Second, included what they termed Mezzi Cavalieri, – in this Class were ranked all those who lived genteely, independent of any profession, kept a Servant – perhaps – and occasionally frequented the English Coffeehouse – But the true Cavalieri or Milordi Inglesi were those who moved in a Circle of Superior Splendour – surrounded by a group of Satellites under the denomination of Travelling Tutors, Antiquarians, Dealers in Virtu, English Grooms, French Valets and Italian running footmen.8

         

         38On each occasion Maria visited Rome, she and her brother stayed at the home of the sculptor, Thomas Banks, who was on a Royal Academy travelling scholarship to the city accompanied by his wife Elizabeth. The family were known to the Hadfields, having stayed at one of their inns in Florence in 1772 on their way south. Banks’s daughter, Lavinia, wrote of that first meeting many years later: ‘Father and Mother became acquainted with Miss Hadfield at a very early period of her life in Florence and being attracted by her talents and superior accomplishments, invited her to pass some time with them at Rome.’9 James Northcote regarded Banks as a man of ‘strict integrity and great simplicity of manners’, qualities that would have reassured Mrs Hadfield that Maria and William were in safe hands.10

         
            
[image: ]8. Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Veduta di Piazza di Spagna, c. 1750.

A bustling meeting place that has changed very little over the last 300 years. Piranesi’s engraving looks north-west towards the distant Piazza del Popolo. The English Coffee House, a favoured rendezvous for artists, may be the building on the far left.

            

         

         Like most of the artists living in Rome, Banks was not rich and the extra income from taking in Maria and William as lodgers would have been welcomed. Other artists earned extra money by acting as drawing masters 39or guides to their fellow tourists. The Banks family had lodgings close to the church of Trinità dei Monti and the Piazza di Spagna. On one side of the piazza almost opposite the Spanish Steps was the English Coffee House, the centre of artistic life for British artists where Thomas Banks liked to socialise. On first arriving in the city, Thomas Jones noted,

         
            There was no other Alternative but flying to the English Coffee house, a filthy vaulted room, the walls of which were painted with Sphinxes, Obelisks and Pyramids from capricious designs of Piranesi, and fitter to adorn the inside of an Egyptian-Sepulchre, than a room of social conversations – Here – seated round a brazier of hot embers placed in the Center, we endeavoured to amuse ourselves for an hour or two over a Cup of Coffee or glass of Punch and then grope our way home darkling.11

         

         Joseph Farington recorded how the Swiss artist Henry Fuseli, who spent eight years in the city, had a rather jaded view of how visiting artists amused themselves: ‘In Rome, he said there is a want of sufficient stimulus to urge an Artist on, which causes most of them to idle away a great portion of their time in the most indolent manner.’12 This was not true of Maria, who ‘made no regular study, but for one year and a half only went to see all that was high in painting and sculpture, made sketches Etc.’13

         In the city, Maria established firm friendships with three young artists, James Northcote, Henry Fuseli and Prince Hoare, son of the portrait painter William Hoare. All of whom were studying under the German portrait painter Anton Raphael Mengs. Northcote considered his two fellow students, along with Maria and Thomas Banks, as his closest companions in Rome, with whom he shared ‘habits of intimacy and friendship’.14 He probably introduced Prince Hoare to Maria, and the two became lifelong friends. Closer in age to Maria than many of her male friends, Hoare often accompanied her on her sightseeing trips around Rome. Writing to Ozias Humphry, who had recently left the city, Hoare mentioned how ‘I have had the honour of making almost the whole giro of churches with her.’15 Their visits would have been aided by Maria’s pocket-sized third edition of Giuseppe Vasi’s Itinerario Istruttivo Diviso in Otto Giornate per ritrovare con facilità tutte le Antiche e Moderne Magnificenze di Roma.16 Unlike earlier guidebooks to Rome, which concentrated solely on the classical 40sites, Vasi’s text and engravings incorporated both ancient and modern aspects of the city in order to illustrate the connections between its classical past and its continued artistic achievements. The book was divided into eight giornate (days) with detailed information on what to see in different areas of the city, including information on the paintings, sculpture and antiquities housed in the numerous churches and palazzi of the Roman nobility and clergy.

         In the same letter, Hoare suggested that Maria’s studies had begun to show results in her work: ‘Miss Hadfield is here still as diligent as usual and has painted some very clever things lately, infinitely superior to what she has done before. I am very happy in having the pleasure of seeing her frequently, the only society to which I aspire in this place.’17 He regretted that he saw rather less of Maria’s brother William (known to his friends as ‘Melmo’): ‘I wish I could give you as full an account of Melmo as you will expect but I am sorry to say that I seldom see anything of him. He is grown into the society of the Italians with whom he is, to which I imagine his master’s pretty young wife does not attract him the less.’ Hoare did think, however, that ‘his painting promised very well’.18

         From the paintings that Maria exhibited in the 1780s at the Royal Academy in London it’s possible to deduce some of the works she would have studied in Rome. These included Raphael’s Mercury from the ceiling of the Villa Farnesina, the Roman relief of The Borghese Dancers from the Villa Borghese, Guido Reni’s ceiling painting of Apollo and Aurora in the Palazzo Rospigliosi, and The Belvedere Torso, housed in the Vatican’s collection of ancient sculpture.

         Maria’s time in Rome was not all work and no play. She attended concerts and operas, and socialised with friends. Northcote wrote to his brother at Christmas 1778, ‘We have in Rome a Miss Hadfield, who studies painting. She plays very finely on the harpsichord and sings and composes music very finely. She will be another Angelica [Kauffman]. She was with us on Christmas Eve.’19 Despite her youth, Maria’s friends set great store by her musical knowledge. In December 1778, Thomas Banks wrote to Ozias Humphry that ‘Miss Hadfield, out of all the Opera Airs perform’d in Rome last season thinks nothing worth sending for Mrs. Sheridan but Amante Sventurata; she has prepar’d that & something new at Florence which is now performing’.20 Elizabeth Sheridan (née Linley) was one of the most notable English sopranos of her day and a good friend of Ozias 41Humphry who had lodged with the Linley family in Bath in 1762–4. When Maria later moved to London, she and Mrs Sheridan would become close acquaintances.

         Another friendship that developed in Rome was with John Soane, a young architectural student in Italy on a Royal Academy scholarship. It must have been in preparation for Soane’s visit to Naples in December 1778 that Maria gave him her copy of Pompeo Sarnelli’s guidebook to Naples and its environs, published in 1768, which bears her name ‘M. Hadfield’ in ink on the recto of the frontispiece.21

         Beyond the confines of Rome, Maria visited the picturesque area around Tivoli, about fifteen miles from the city, where she travelled at least some of the time on a small donkey.22 There she would have admired the surrounding countryside, the campagna, beloved by artists because of its close association with the history and civilisation of ancient Rome; the remains of tombs, temples and villas still dotting the landscape.23

         As well as studying the Italian Old Masters and antiquities, Maria had, as she put it, the ‘opportunity of knowing all the first living Artists intimately: Batoni, Mengs and Maron’.24 These were three of the most fashionable portrait painters of the day, catering to a highly exclusive aristocratic clientele. Pompeo Batoni, by now quite elderly, was the most sought after; Anton Raphael Mengs, Batoni’s chief rival, was almost certainly known to Maria through her friendship with his pupils, Hoare, Northcote and Fuseli; Anton von Maron was Mengs’s brother-in-law and former pupil. However, the artist whose work really struck a chord with Maria was Fuseli, one of the most original and controversial artists of his day. ‘Fusely with his extraordinary visions struck my fancy.’25 What most appealed to Maria was his exploration of the profound human emotions of grief and terror. These were subjects that she herself was to explore in her own paintings of the 1780s.

         
            ***

         

         For much of her life, the charming and vivacious Maria attracted the attention of male admirers, beginning in her teens with the artists she met in Florence and Rome. Over the years, her behaviour with men developed into a pattern, first by attracting them and then pulling back from any serious commitment. A letter sent by Maria from Florence to Humphry in Rome 42on 20 January 1777 conveys something of her flirtatious nature and her evident enjoyment at being courted. She wrote that Charles Townley had told Zoffany that she was a charming girl and if she had possessed a good fortune he would have married her directly. In the same letter, she wrote that she expected Henry Tresham, who was then in Florence, to dance with her at the Little Festival of the Pergola.26

         Of her many suitors, William Parsons was perhaps the most ardent. He first approached Isabella Hadfield with a marriage proposal to Maria when she was fifteen. Mrs Hadfield seems not to have taken the matter seriously at the time, perhaps because Parsons was at least thirteen years her daughter’s senior, nor does she appear to have mentioned it to Maria. Parsons, who later became Master of the King’s Musick to George III, persisted. On his return to London in February 1777, he wrote a rather desperate letter to Mrs Hadfield upbraiding her for the fact, ‘When I left Florence you promised to take the first opportunity of acquainting Mary of my proposal – you did not do it.’ He was unconcerned by Maria’s lack of a dowry: ‘you told me she has no fortune; I ask none, and shall be glad to take her simply as she is.’ He also clearly respected Maria’s artistic aspirations, mentioning his house, which ‘among the desirable things belonging to it, is a room with a north light’. He concluded: ‘I have now nothing more to add but to beg you to answer this by return of post.’ Fearing this might not be sufficient, he enlisted the help of his mother who on the reverse of the letter wrote: ‘Madame, I … am assured of his honesty towards you and your daughter and hope there will be no further obstructions.’27

         As requested, Mrs Hadfield forwarded Parsons’s letter to Maria and, once she had heard from her daughter, wrote back to her:

         
            I know him to be a good young man but while I would have you think before you promise for once done it cannot be undone … I told him to write to you and then you may give him an answer as you think proper – but don’t make him hope if you have no intention for that will make you talked of as Angelica was … I don’t know if I did right in not mentioning it to you before but I did for the best as I thought … I think I will not write to William Parsons until I have your sentiments on his letter – I have mentioned it to nobody – adieu, yr. affectionate mother, I. Hadfield.28

         

         43Maria refused Parsons’s proposal, but Mrs Hadfield’s advice regarding the dangers of raising men’s expectations before rejecting them was timely. It was advice that Maria sometimes failed to heed. Isabella Hadfield’s warning to Maria about keeping letters private also seems to have gone unheeded since Parsons’s letter and her mother’s response somehow ended up in the possession of her friend Ozias Humphry.

         Humphry himself was a hopeful candidate for Maria’s affections. A letter from Elizabeth Banks in early 1778, written to Humphry, who was then in London, suggests that he had proposed to Maria and been refused because of another suitor. In all likelihood his rival was the attentive, and much younger, Prince Hoare, to whom Mrs Banks refers, rather elliptically, in her letter.

         
            Miss H- is very melancholy, and does not Persue her studies, she tells her Mother she shall not, unless she returns to Rome. It is the opinion of many that she has left her little heart in the possession of Mr. H-e, nor do they scruple to say his appearance Occasion’d her refusal of you, her Mother says if we were to stay another year in Rome, she would let Mary return, I think by that there is no sign of their going to England this spring, but I find Mary’s heat is slacken’d, she has no such wish now.29

         

         Maria seems to have received a self-portrait from Hoare around this time, the kind of intimate gift only a very close friend would have given. It was later recorded as being in her study at Lodi, her home in Italy from 1812 until her death.30 Another reference to their relationship comes in a letter of 1780 from a Florentine friend of Prince Hoare, Giovanni Bastianelli; he had recently seen Hoare’s portrait in the Accademia, and ‘near to the door was Maria’s which made a lovely impression. Some academicians said they had placed it nearby [to yours] because she was your dear friend in Rome; they had a good laugh.’31

         The young Scottish traveller Joseph Mercer was yet another to be smitten by Maria’s charms. On 8 December 1777 he records: ‘Miss Hadfield looked very pretty today at dinner … dressed in a nightcap and something of a polonaise, Quaker colour and pea green satin, bella ragazza – she is going in a day or two am sorry as well as everybody else, was it not for other matters, I certainly should go with her to Rome.’32 Four days later Mercer records that Maria and her brother, William, had left Florence for Rome. 44Mercer visited Rome in January, taking Maria and Mrs Banks to the theatre on 30 January, by which time he had convinced himself he was ‘certainly in love’ with Maria.33

         
            ***

         

         According to Parsons’s letter to Mrs Hadfield, there had been ongoing discussion from 1775 about the family going to England, and Maria later wrote how her father ‘meant to go to England with all his family’. What is curious is that the Hadfields having raised their children as Catholics were now considering moving to a Protestant country. It may be that Charles Hadfield simply wanted his family to visit the land of his birth rather than settle there. Following his death, however, his widow seems to have decided on a permanent move to London, something Maria always seems to have had misgivings about. Mrs Banks mentioned the plan to Ozias Humphry in January 1778: ‘I expect Miss Hadfield here every day,’ adding that ‘her mother leaves Florence for certain in the Spring.’34 This didn’t happen, and departure was put off until the following year. Mrs Hadfield appears – at least at first – to have run the inns successfully on her own, and she may have intended to continue until Maria and William had finished their studies in Rome. However, once she had decided to sell it would have taken time to find a buyer and yet more time to negotiate the sale with the eventual purchaser – the English merchant and banker John Megit. In addition, Thomas Banks’s intention to leave Rome in 1778 would have left Maria without trusted friends to board with. As it turned out, the Banks family delayed their own departure until May 1779 in order for Thomas to recover from a serious illness.

         Before leaving Italy, Maria was able to make one last trip with her friends, joining them for a visit to Naples in April 1779. James Northcote, who was part of the group, wrote of their travels:

         
            In the month of April following I went to Naples in the company of a party of friends (artists) among whom were Maria Hadfield, Thomas Banks, the sculptor, Prince Hoare, Henry Tresham, Alexander Day, miniature painter and dealer in paintings, Mrs. Banks, and others. After tarrying about a month and seeing whatever was curious in that country, I returned again to Rome.35

         

         45Naples was a popular tourist destination for those on the Grand Tour. Northcote wrote to his brother that he preferred it to Rome, as it resembled London in its liveliness, in contrast to Rome, which he described as ‘like a great convent’. The city was renowned for the natural beauty of its bay with its elegant waterfront promenade and bustling outdoor social life in the evenings along the Strada di Toledo. It is not known whether any of the group met Sir William Hamilton, British Envoy to the King of Naples from 1764 to 1800. Sir William, like Sir Horace Mann in Florence, was extremely hospitable to British visitors at his Palazzo Sessa, inviting them to view his important collection of classical antiquities. We do, however, know something of the group’s excursions beyond Naples from Northcote’s correspondence with his brother.36 He recorded the party’s visit to the Grotto del Cane (Cave of the Dog) by Lake Agnano, a curious attraction for travellers where volcanic gases seep into the grotto causing small animals, such as dogs, to lose consciousness, before being revived in the lake: ‘I went to see the Grotto del Cane where they make the dog die then recover him again.’ They also journeyed 32 km north of Naples to view the enormous Baroque palace and gardens at Caserta then being constructed for Carlos VII, the Bourbon King of Naples.

         On another occasion the group climbed Mount Vesuvius. An undated watercolour by Henry Tresham shows a group of people being guided up to the edge of the crater. These include an anxious-looking young woman in a white dress, which may possibly depict Maria. About eight months before this excursion, Thomas Jones wrote of his own expedition to the volcano, following an eruption a few days earlier:

         
            We hired 2 mules & a couple of Ciceroni or guides, with torches, to conduct us up the Mountain … road very rough and stony – fine vineyards all round loaded with large Clusters of red Grapes … Some time after, came to the Spot where the lava of this last Eruption had advanced – it roll’d and tumbled forward with a Slow motion in a Stream about as wide as the Tiber at Rome and was composed of melted matter fluid and glowing underneath …The whole Scene having a grand and wonderful Effect.37

         

         The recently discovered Roman cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii were another popular attraction for those on the Grand Tour.38 Many of the 46 treasures from both sites were on view at the newly built museum at the Royal Palace of Portici. Northcote, and possibly the other members of the party, were disappointed by much of what they saw:

         
            
[image: ]9. Henry Tresham, The Ascent of Vesuvius, 1780s.

Vesuvius provided educated travellers with the opportunity to experience the sublime at first hand. It could be dangerous, and the 1779 eruption, which occurred a few months after the visit by Maria, was described by Sir William Hamilton as ‘very violent and alarming’.

            

         

         
            As to the other things which I saw at Naples the[y] are not worth mention such as the ruins of Herculaeneum and Pompei which is only a few pillirs [sic] and chambers of Rubbish for they have taken away all the paintings which were on the walls which are placed in a museum built on purpose for them and which contain an infinite quantity of utensils of every sort which have been found in the ruins there is in those things as well as the pictures shown infinite skill in workmanship and Taste.39

         

         47Maria returned to Rome at the end of April stimulated by her Naples’ experience, only to be faced with the almost immediate prospect of having to leave Italy for England. According to Thomas Jones, on 18 May, ‘Banks the Sculptor & his family with Miss Hatfield [sic] Set off for England…’40 They travelled first to Florence where Mrs Hadfield, who had completed the sale of the inns, joined the party from Rome with her three younger children, George, Charlotte and Bettina.41 They left Florence for England on 25 June,42 travelling by coach to Turin and then across the Alps at the Mount Cenis pass, at that time the principal crossing point between Italy and France. There was no road for carriages until the early nineteenth century, so each person had to either scramble up and down the paths on foot, or be carried across in a sedan chair by two burly mountain guides. Once in France, the two families followed the Rhône–Sôane river valley to Lyon; by the second week in July they were in Paris. William Hadfield, who had remained in Rome to complete his studies, wrote to Prince Hoare in Florence on 11 July: ‘Monsieur Northcote can write to my sister Mlle. Hadfield chez Monsieur Foucault, Hotel Royal de York, rue Jacob à Paris’.43 From there the party set out for England, finally arriving in London in the autumn of 1779.

         In 1830 Maria wrote of her mother’s decision to move the family to England: ‘I lost my father at this time and my Mother recalled me to Florence to go with her to England. My inclination from a child had been to be a Nun. I wished therefore to return to my convent but my Mother was miserable about it and I was persuaded to accompany her.’44 Maria’s reaction illustrates the opposing spiritual and worldly forces that affected her entire life as she oscillated between these conflicting impulses. Her relationship with her mother always remained fraught but in 1779 she had little choice but to be the dutiful daughter and agree to go with Mrs Hadfield and her younger siblings to London. Her resentment towards her mother at having to leave Italy, a country she grew up in and loved, to travel thousands of miles to an unknown future in a country where she was never truly happy persisted for most of her life.
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