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INTRODUCTION


Martin Myrone





During February and March 1849, the popular weekly newspaper the Illustrated London News featured a series of reports on the newly opened exhibition of contemporary art at the British Institution in Pall Mall, in central London. Aimed at respectable, middle-class, family orientated readers around the country, the Illustrated London News commented on and illustrated exhibitions and public displays in the context of its very broad coverage of domestic and international news, culture, sport and society gossip.1 Among the engravings illustrating pictures that year was a reproduction of a large painting of an epic biblical subject, Joshua Commanding the Sun to Stand Still upon Gibeon (fig.1), by a senior figure in British art, John Martin (1789–1854), which featured prominently in the exhibition (and is now in the Charles Brooke Crawshaw Collection in Dewsbury Town Hall).2 Dwelling on this picture, the reviewer ventured a biographical notice of the painter, the inaccuracies of which prompted Martin to write to the editor, John Timbs (1801–1875), offering his own autobiographical notes and hoping to set the record straight. Published in the next issue (17 March), this is the fullest statement about his life made by the artist, giving an exceptional insight into the artist’s self-perception and public persona. It is this letter, much-quoted in later accounts as the artist’s ‘autobiography’, which is reprinted here, together with materials from the offending review.


The review, containing some errors of fact regarding Martin’s early life and its limited praise for the artist’s latest production, is unsigned, and it has been proposed that the author was the prolific writer Peter Cunningham (1816–1869). As he had married the painter’s second daughter, Zenobia, in 1842, and was therefore Martin’s son-in-law, we would expect that he might have been better informed.3 Whoever the author, the very fact that Martin was prompted to deliver this autobiographical missive, as a response to a newspaper review which, as Timbs claimed defensively in an editorial note, featured errors that ‘are neither numerous nor important’, may be telling in itself. Martin had, in fact, been prompted to deliver such a letter once before, when in 1834 he wrote to the art journal the Athenaeum to refute misunderstandings about his relationship with the American painter Washington Allston (1779–1843), who was generally suspected of having originated the idea for Martin’s most famous single picture, Belshazzar’s Feast (1820; private collection).4 But this later letter is longer, fuller, and is obviously able to cover more of his life (even though Martin apparently simply runs out of space and feels compelled to compress his account of ‘the last twenty years’).


Coming from a humble background in Northumbria, and training not as a fine artist but as a decorative painter, Martin struggled to become integrated into the metropolitan art world when he moved to London in 1806. Forced to make a living working as a china-painter and drawing master, he was led to produce paintings whose novelty and sensational effects would secure the public’s attention, even if he lacked reputation and connections in the art world. Although he achieved unprecedented public acclaim for the large paintings of biblical catastrophe and natural disaster that he exhibited in the late 1810s and 1820s, much of the art establishment and the majority of serious-minded critics remained at best sceptical about, and sometimes openly hostile towards, his art. He was never elected a member of the Royal Academy of Arts, London’s leading art institution, as might have been expected of any artist of his public prominence. Martin was, in the fullest sense of the term, a commercial artist, whose images were geared towards a mass audience for art, and who needed to make money from his paintings and prints. Martin’s dedication to printmaking, and his execution of repetitions of key compositions, suggest his interest in making the most of his original inventions. And whilst the Royal Academy had a rule against artists showing the same composition at its exhibitions more than once, Martin often used alternative exhibition spaces (notably that of the British Institution) to reshow works. His efforts at maximising his artistic investments were, however, frequently undermined by piracy, plagiarism, and commercial exploitation, which made him acutely conscious of his public image and the need to manage his reputation. He was aware, too, of how his art was constantly compared to works by other painters who had a more conventional painting style, and more official recognition, and how he was perceived by many contemporary commentators as being overlooked by, and perhaps in return antagonistic towards, the art establishment. For example, Francis Danby (1793–1861), who in the 1820s had successfully established himself as a painter of sublime landscapes to rival Martin, had been an Associate of the Royal Academy since 1825. In 1849 he exhibited a large and atmospheric picture at the British Institution that was paired by the critics with Martin’s Joshua. The painter William Bell Scott (1811–90) recalled that ‘Danby … had perhaps the actual advantage of a more skilful command of the palette, and he had the accidental advantage of being taken up, in opposition to Martin, by the Academy.’5
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Joshua Commanding the Sun to Stand Still upon Gibeon 1848


Oil on canvas 148 × 246 cm


Huddersfield Art Gallery, Kirklees Collection (Dewsbury Town Hall), Kirklees Council








For Martin, the misrepresentation of his life and work, as he saw it, came at a particularly sensitive time. In March 1849 he was probably still completing a rather hastily executed new picture, illustrating the popular poem King Arthur by an old admirer of his, Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803–1873), published the year before. The finished painting, Arthur and Aegle in the Happy Valley (Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle) was a characteristic effort towards securing general attention, given the considerable popular interest in the source material.6 It was also in 1849 that he wrote to Lord Robert Grosvenor (1801–1893) complaining that his ‘exertions for the public good had hitherto proved serious inroads on his finances, and were likely to reduce him to still greater difficulties if some compensation was not speedily made’.7 These ‘exertions’ were the various ambitious proposals for metropolitan improvement that had much occupied Martin since the late 1820s, and which he takes the opportunity to catalogue in his autobiographical letter. These had been a huge drain on his finances and his energies, and had long distracted him from the practice of painting. The spectacular artistic successes he had scored in the 1820s were behind him, and if these had been followed by the critical and popular triumph of his mezzotint illustrations to Milton and the Bible, by the end of the 1830s Martin was plunged into personal and financial crisis. He had made a recovery of sorts when he returned to painting, using a project in 1838–9 to paint Queen Victoria’s coronation to make contact with potential patrons (in which effort he had some success). But although he exhibited and indeed sold several major canvases in the 1840s, he was more often to exhibit modest landscapes and watercolours at the London exhibitions. Accordingly, his critical reputation remained by 1849 fragile, his financial circumstances unstable.


If Martin was sensitive about his monetary situation and his perceived exclusion from the art establishment, the Illustrated London News article was destined to cause offence. With a degree of romantic exaggeration that its subject found unacceptable, the biography outlines the artist’s humble background in the north of England, his artisanal training, his precarious existence in London, and the series of popular pictures he showed at exhibition in the later 1810s and 1820s. The report goes to some length to argue that Martin sold himself short in the following years, as he failed to capitalise on this initial success and exhibited a series of substandard works. Thus is explained Martin’s failure to be elected as a member of the Royal Academy, with the implication that he displayed some degree of haughtiness. In response, Martin was at pains to point out that his disagreement was ‘not with individual members’ but rather the monopolistic basis of the Academy as an institution.


But there was more at stake than professional manners. For the writer in the Illustrated London News, as for other reviewers of the time, Joshua represented something of a return to form for Martin. It was, unusually, a second full-scale version of a picture that had first been seen by London exhibition-goers more than thirty years earlier. The original Joshua was a surprise hit at the annual exhibition of the Royal Academy in London 1816, helping to establish Martin’s name as a painter of a novel form of historical and sublime landscapes. As Martin notes, he was awarded a cash prize by the British Institution when it was exhibited there the following year, but its later history was more troubling to the painter. In 1821, Martin secured even greater public acclaim when his Belshazzar’s Feast was shown at the British Institution. While the picture was on show, Martin sold it and Joshua to his former employer, the glass-painter William Collins (c.1780–c.1840) for 800 guineas. Collins toured the pictures around provincial gallery spaces relentlessly through the 1820s. In 1826 he applied for an injunction against Martin, after the artist announced plans to publish a print of the composition. Collins claimed that he bought the picture ‘with a view to print and publish Engravings’, and Martin had signed a contract engaging ‘to permit no duplicate, copy or sketch of the large picture of Belshazzar’s Feast until you have disposed of the same’.8 Although the injunction does not seem to have been imposed as Martin produced his print, the fact that Collins was able to claim his commercial rights over an image originated by the painter was a source of aggravation. The issue of an artist’s right to exploit commercially his own productions exercised Martin throughout his career, something that he alludes to in his autobiography when he refers to ‘the imperfect laws of copyright’ leading to ‘my property being so constantly and variously infringed’.


The reappearance of the original Joshua in 1848, when it was sold to the Liverpool businessman John Naylor (1813–1889), provided the occasion for revisiting the composition. The repainting of this composition, itself was, as much as the autobiography, an opportunity for Martin to revisit and revise his personal history. In 1848 he claimed that he had not seen the original picture for twenty years, something that was ‘an annoyance to him’ and that the new version is ‘a commission from a gentleman who greatly admired the design of the original’.9 This ‘gentleman’ was Charles Scarisbrick (1800–1860), a very wealthy landowner and businessman who became famously reclusive and eccentric. He had inherited Scarisbrick Hall in Lancashire in the 1830s, putting the pioneering architect and designer A.N.W. Pugin (1812–1852) to work remodelling it as an opulent and extensive Gothic revival mansion. In the autobiography Martin counts Scarisbrick as among his ‘recent’ patrons, and singles him out for his generosity. Scarisbrick eventually owned twenty-four pictures by the artist, which were dispersed by sale in 1861 after his death. Besides being the single most extensive collector of Martin’s works, he collected Old Master paintings and medieval carvings, and was a prolific purchaser of what we would today term architectural salvage.10 Quite how Martin’s paintings sat with the dark mock-medieval interiors of the Hall and the rest of Scarisbrick’s collection is hard to ascertain, though architectural historian Mark Girouard’s reference to this setting as ‘an antiquary’s hide out, a glorified junk box put together with jackdaw rather than connoisseur enthusiasm’ is suggestive.11 What we do know is that Scarisbrook was a Catholic, and as such still likely to be viewed as an ‘outsider’ by the British establishment. He was also fantastically hard-nosed in his business dealings (he had secured the ownership of the Scarisbrick estate only after taking his own sisters to court). Although a landowner, he was also deeply involved in industrial investments of one sort or another, including the railways, coal mining, brick making, stone quarrying, and property speculation.12


Naylor and Scarisbrick represent precisely the kind of regionally based industrial wealth that the critic of the Illustrated London News points to as a new patron of art in his introductory remarks to the review of the 1849 British Institution show: ‘the manufacturers of Manchester, Leeds, Liverpool, Bradford, and Birmingham, [who] vie with the nobility in the acquisition of works of art, and pay, at times, even more liberally for what they want’. The reviewer pitches this new breed of patron against the aristocratic and metropolitan connoisseurs of an earlier era, the people who had, pointedly, originally established the British Institution as an alternative to the artist-run Royal Academy. Their patronage has, the reviewer is suggesting, been displaced. We can detect here the rise of a distinct ‘middle class’ taste for art, which was opposed (perhaps militantly) to aristocratic traditions. Certainly, it would be hard not to identify in the reviewer’s words some deliberate political intent, in the wake of the Chartist petition to Parliament in 1848 with its assertion of the rights of ordinary people against aristocratic privilege.


Even in the limited context of the Illustrated London News itself, we can see the review and Martin’s response participating in a news culture that is determinedly middle-class, commercialised, and also, importantly, global in its outlook. Martin’s autobiographical letter featured in an issue where the main story was ‘Local and General Taxation’ together with an illustration and report on the carnival in Rome, accompanied by sections on ‘Foreign and Colonial News’, ‘The Theatres’, ‘Railway Intelligence’, an illustrated account of the exhibition of ‘Recent British Manufactures’ at the Society of Arts and the fourth notice of the exhibition of the British Institution (followed by Martin’s letter), reports on parliamentary proceedings, the regular column on chess, obituaries, sports and racing news, a page of advertisements (‘Does your Hair Fall Off or Get Grey?’ … ‘Emigration Facilitated’ … ‘Patent Galvanic Pens’ … ‘Breidenbach’s Amandine, for Whitening the Hands’, and so forth) and eyewitness sketches of a ‘Settler’s Hut … an Australian dwelling of a class commonly met with in the Bush’, among much else. If discussion of art had expanded in the eighteenth century to encompass ‘coffee house culture’, and early nineteenth-century literary culture had expanded the sense of culture’s value and place in the world, here was art being seen as part of a continuum of news and social affairs.13 The personal, local, national, and international are connected, together with the commercial and the artistic, the high and the low.


In these various dimensions, the review and letter published in the Illustrated London News may point to the emergence of a popular and decidedly non-aristocratic taste for art. But things are not perhaps quite that simple; in his autobiography Martin goes to some lengths to name-check his high-born (and occasionally royal) patrons, and to draw attention to the honours he had received from academies abroad. This suggests a degree of nostalgia, a yearning for older forms of elite patronage, and the repainting of Joshua was in itself perhaps a means for him to reassert an old-fashioned form of relationship between the artist and his patron, whereas the destiny of the first painting was to be swallowed up in a distinctly modern form of commercial enterprise that offered little direct benefit to the painter himself. His response to the article in the Illustrated London News even suggests that he was not in fact happy to be characterised as an anti-academic outsider; he was not prepared to dismiss art academies as a source of artistic authority. As for the painting of Joshua, it was not simply a replica, but a revision of the earlier version of the picture, and was, significantly, much more freely and expressively painted than the original. The painting of 1816 is characterised by cool greys and earth tones, with the landscape and atmospheric effects rendered in restrained detail, and the massed armies minutely painted The picture of 1849 is grey and silver and blue, punctuated by a few bright figures, with the painted surface itself displaying a degree of breadth and animation not seen in Martin’s work before, but characteristic of the work of the most highly admired and experimental of British landscape painters, J.M.W. Turner (1775–1851). Martin’s striving for an overall painterly effect may have been simply commercially expedient, being less labour-intensive (the multitude of tiny figures seen in the earlier version are here obscured by the landscape or lost in the atmosphere) but it also struck a note of artistic affect. The critic of the Illustrated London News complained that the picture was ‘too blue’, and several other reviewers commented on the ‘cold’, ‘inky’ qualities of the painting.
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