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1 Frederic, Lord Leighton, Cimabue’s
Celebrated Madonna is carried in Procession
through the Streets of Florence, 1853—55

Prologue

In 1855 the young Frederic Leighton, future President of the Royal
Academy, exhibited Cimabue’s Celebrated Madonna is carried in
Procession through the Streets of Florence. His first big success, its subject
demonstrates the high status of painting in Renaissance Florence, with
the artist Cimabue in the position of hero. Implicit in this picture is a
comparison with Victorian Britain. Leighton’s message is thatartand
artists should occupy a similar place of honour in contemporary
society, and the remainder of his career was dedicated to realizing this
ideal. It was a view shared by the Queen herself, who purchased
Leighton’s painting: Victoria and Albert, modelling themselves on
the princely families of the Renaissance, set an example to their
subjects by patronizing living British artists.

Victoria’s long reign, from 1837 to 1901, was an age of expanding
population and industry. There was peace at home, and middle-class
prosperity and self-confidence increased, leading to conditions 1n
which painting flourished. The period saw a huge amount of artistic
production. The public flocked to exhibitions and wealthy citizens
amassed large picture collections. Painters became rich; they were
honoured with knighthoods and baronetcies and mixed on equal
terms with aristocracy and high society. The Victorians had few
doubts about their artistic achievements. Many felt that they were
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living through a great flowering of creativity which compared
favourably with any of the previous great ages of art; it was not
thought impertinent or exaggerated to rank Millais, Watts and
Leighton with Titian, Michelangelo and Raphael.

Not everyone shared this judgment. Many were worried at what
they saw as declining standards of taste. Successive groups of artists
sought to challenge accepted values; when innovation was rejected,
they set themselves up in opposition, organizing alternative exhibi-
tions and cultivating new patrons. The period saw the beginning of
the split between establishment and progressive taste which created
the modern idea of an avant-garde.

Many Victorian painters chose to speak a language that could be
understood by people of widely differing social and educational
backgrounds; they were providers of popular entertainment as well as
of cultural improvement. But some of the more advanced artists
regarded painting as a private experience, directed ata cultivated élite.
To understand the full spectrum of Victorian art, the paintings must
be seen in the context of contemporary ideas, social structure and
patronage. Interpreted in this way, Victorian paintings give vivid
expression to the aspirations, moral ideals and faults of the age.




2 Sir George Hayter, State portrait of Queen Victoria, 183738

CHAPTER ONI

The Rise of Genre Painting

Queen Victoria commissioned her first State portrait soon after
succeeding to the throne in 1837. It shows her seated amidst the
glittering draperies and tassels of formal court portraiture, but the
figure of the young Queen appears to lack assurance and seems uneasy
surrounded by such overblown accoutrements. The painting is the
work of Sir George Hayter (1792—1871); ten years earlier the artist
chosen would almost certainly have been Sir Thomas Lawrence
(1769—1830). Had he been alive, he would have been able to provide
an image with the requisite presence; the last British portrait painter to
work in the grand European tradition of Van Dyck and Reynolds, no
Victorian was to equal his magical combination of bravura, authority
and psychological immediacy until the arrival of the American
portraitist John Singer Sargent (1856-1925) in the 1880s. Hayter’s
failure to endow his royal sitter with majesty and confidence
corresponded to a change that was taking place in the 1830s: British
painters seemed increasingly unable to paint grand or elevated
subjects with conviction and many were turning to less ambitious
themes. Even Lawrence’s reputation plummeted soon after his death;
to the early Victorians his portraits began to look facile, even
meretricious.

Nevertheless, the opening years of the reign saw no abrupt changes
from the art of the Romantic period. Lawrence had died in 1830 and
the landscape painter John Constable (1776-1837) died in the year of
Victoria’s accession, but most of the chief artists of the early 19th
century lived on to work in the new reign, including J.M.W. Turner
(1775—1851) and William Etty (1787—1849), both masters of the grand
style, and two painters of genre (scenes of everyday life), Sir David
Wilkie (178 5—1841) and William Mulready (1786-1863). Continuity
was also provided by younger artists such as Sir Edwin Landseer
(1803—73), Daniel Maclise (1806—70) and William Dyce (1806—64), all
thought of as quintessentially Victorian, though their styles had been
formed in the 1820s and early 30s.




The year Queen Victoria came to the throne coincided with the
move of the Royal Academy from its original home in Somerset
House on The Strand to a slightly larger space in a wing of the
National Gallery. Otherwise the Academy’s annual Summer Exhibi-
tion of 1837 presented very much the same mixture as before; large
numbers of paintings of contrasting styles and subjects were closely
hung, frame to frame, from floor to ceiling, creating an impression of
indiscriminate variety. There were frequent complaints about poor
hanging, the favouring of members’ works over those of non-
members and the placing of Academicians’ pictures in the best
positions. The Academy was an exclusive and self-perpetuating body
run by its own members, all either painters, sculptors, architects or
engravers. There were 20 Associate Members and 40 full Royal
Academicians (42 after 1853). It was the latter, the RAs, who ran the
affairs of the institution, chose new members and sat on the
committees which selected and hung the exhibitions.

The Royal Academy was of central importance to the Victorian art
world and was far more influential than it is today. Founded in 1768, it
provided training for young artists at its own schools and organized
annual public exhibitions. The establishment of the annual Summer
Exhibition, which first opened in 1769, as the most important event of
the artistic year, had led to major changes in the pattern of British
patronage. Previously most paintings were the result of individual
commissions arising from the introduction of artist to patron, a
meeting in which chance, fashion and social connection might each
play a part. Once it was possible to see a large body of pictures
together, the Summer Exhibitions became the principal means of
bringing together paintings and buyers. The Exhibitions also gave
artists greater freedom to paint what they liked or what they thought
would sell, thus broadening the scope of subject matter from the
restricted range of types, mainly portraits and landscapes, arising from
commissions.

By 1837 public exhibitions had become more common, with the
foundation of further exhibition societies both in provincial centres,
which emulated London, and in the capital, where the new bodies
were motivated by dissatisfaction with the Academy. In London
annual exhibitions were held by the British Institution (founded 1805)
and the Society of British Artists (founded 1824). There were also two
societies for watercolourists, the Old Water-Colour Society (founded
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1805) and the New (founded 1831). But the Academy retained the
foremost position: many of the paintings reproduced in this book
were shown there and most artists aspired to membership. In the early
Victorian period each Summer Exhibition attracted about a quarter
of a million visitors, the income from admissions supporting the
schools and guaranteeing independence from the State. Acceptance at
the Summer Exhibition could bring reputation, prestige and
sometimes election to membership.

The principal founder and first President of the Academy, Sir
Joshua Reynolds (1723-92), had sought to establish the intellectual
status of painting as a liberal art. In his Discourses (1769—90), the
speeches he made at the annual prizegivings of the Royal Academy
Schools, he promoted the superior values of ‘history painting’, by
which was meant not simply subjects taken from the past, but stories
of an ennobling character from literature, myth or history expressed
in an artistic language based on the work of those painters then
considered to be the greatest masters, a canon which included
Raphael, Michelangelo, Titian, Guido Reni, Poussin and Rubens.
History painting, which portrayed events of timeless significance, was
held to be superior to landscape, portrait or genre painting, all of
which dealt with the momentary and the particular. The combination
of an idealized, monumental style with heroic subject matter was
often referred to as ‘high art’.

History painting proper never really caught on in Britain,
however. Few private collectors cared for it: the paintings were too
large for most houses, so there was little demand. ‘Historical painter!
why yee’ll starve, with a bundle of straw under your head’, was the
prophetic warning given to Benjamin Robert Haydon (1786-1846) at
the outset of his career. The situation was not helped by the
personalities of the two principal exponents of history painting,
Haydon in England and the much younger David Scott (1806—49) in
Scotland. Both were doggedly convinced of the important mission of
high art; both bore the artistic establishment a grudge for failing to
appreciate their work; yet neither had the ability to convey the great
truths they aimed to express.

Scott and Haydon painted large figure compositions on ambitious
subjects from antiquity, history and recent times, from Orestes and
Philoctetes to Mary Queen of Scots, Napoleon and Wellington. Both
artists were admirers of the great fresco cycles of the past and Haydon
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vehemently criticized the government for failing to provide similar
opportunities for contemporary artists. When Haydon’s ideas were

taken up and murals were commissioned for the new Houses of

Parliament, Haydon and Scott felt it a deep injustice that they had
been passed over in favour of younger painters. It was ironic that
Haydon’s most successful pictures, The Mock Election (1827) and
Punch or May Day (1829), were animated and crowded genre scenes in
modern dress; for he failed to breathe life into the high-flown and
dramatic subjects he believed were his true métier. Haydon’s vivid
personality is conveyed not through his art but in his brilliantly
written diaries, which record increasing desperation at his failure to
receive public recognition. In 1846 he showed his work in premises
adjacent to an exhibition featuring General Tom Thumb, the
American midget: “Tom Thumb had 12,000 people last week; B.R.
Haydon, 133 4 (the 4 a little girl). Exquisite taste of the English people!
O God! bless me through the evils of this day.” Shortly afterwards he
committed suicide.

Haydon’s almost exact contemporary, William Etty (1787-1849),
met with greater artistic and financial success. At best his pictures have
a robust energy and a richness of colour similar to that of French
romantic painting but his subjects, mainly classical, are often less than
convincing for their main point was not narrative plausibility so
much as a display of the artist’s knowledge of the Old Masters and his
command of the human figure. Etty was an assiduous attender of the
Life Class at the Academy long after he ceased to be a student, and he
became famous as a painter of the nude, another major element in his
success with patrons. His pictures were frequently accused of
indecency, despite their supposed moral purpose: the artist defended
the vast naked figures in his colossal The Sirens and Ulysses (RA 1837)
on the grounds that the painting illustrated ‘the importance of
resisting sensual delights’. Pictures of such large size were often
difficult to sell. The Sirens was bought unseen by a Manchester textile
merchant, Daniel Grant, who gave it to his brother but, being
unsuitable for the drawing room of a private house it was soon
presented to the Royal Manchester Institution (now the Manchester
City Art Gallery).

Many of the paintings of Haydon, Scott and Etty might have been
described as ‘pieces of canvas from twelve to thirty feet long,
representing for the most part personages who never existed ...
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3 William Etty, The Sirens and Ulysses, 1837

performing actions that never occurred, and dressed in costumes they
never could have worn’. This was however an impression of the Paris
Salon written by the British novelist William Makepeace Thackeray
(1811-63) who in the 30s and gos published a good deal of art
criticism. Large-scale history painting was indeed prevalent in France,
more so than in Britain. The French government gave out
commissions for the decoration of public buildings, an example often
cited by Haydon and other British advocates of State support for
artists. But in Britain the fashion was moving away from high art, asa
rising tide of anecdotal genre paintings came to dominate the
exhibitions. The shift in taste was exemplified by the difficulties of the
young Victoria in finding a suitable court painter. On her accession
she nominated Hayter as her ‘Painter of History and Portrait’ and he
produced large but dull canvases of her coronation, her marriage and
the christening of her eldest son. Other State occasions were recorded
by C.R. Leslie (1794—1859) and Wilkie but as genre painters they were
uneasy with the demands of royal portraiture (Victoria was to
describe Wilkie's painting of her First Council as ‘one of the worst
pictures I have ever seen’).
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The Queen also patronized Sir Francis Grant (1803—78), obtaining

4 from him a dashing equestrian group portrait of herself and her court

gentlemen, and several more formal portraits. Grant was a younger
son of the gentry who, having run through his fortune, took up art to
support his passion for foxhunting. Largely self-taught, he neverthe-
less became an able painter of relaxed country house and sporting
portraits in the tradition of Lawrence, though he never quite equalled
Lawrence’s panache. Grant became the most fashionable early
Victorian portraitist but, lacking in learning or earnestness, he was
atypical of Victorian painters; when he later became President of the
Royal Academy (1865—78) he earned the Queen’s disapproval by
boasting of never having visited Italy or studying the Old Masters.
The miniaturist Sir William Charles Ross (1794—1860) also received
royal patronage but by the time he died, miniature painting had been
killed off by the invention of photography, and the daguerreotype,

later followed by the carte-de-visite, had replaced the portrait

4 Sir Francis Grant, Queen Victoria riding out with Lord Melbourne, 1839—40
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s Franz Xaver Winterhalter, The Royal Family, 1846

miniature as an inexpensive and more reliable means of obtaining a
likeness.

For large formal portraits, the Queen turned not to an Englishman
but to a German, Franz Xaver Winterhalter (1806—73), thus reviving
the Tudor and Stuart tradition of royal patronage of European
portraitists like Holbein and Van Dyck. Winterhalter was recom-
mended to the Queen in 1838 by her uncle Leopold I of Belgium and
she first sat for him in 1842. He was extensively patronized by Victoria
and Albert and ran a studio which produced the numerous replicas
required to furnish palaces and embassies, again in a tradition going
back to the Tudors and Stuarts. Winterhalter could produce
strikingly intimate studies, but his main role was to paint grand State
portraits and formal groups such as that of the Royal Family in 1846,
its treatment of the children deliberately echoing that of Van Dyck.

IS
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6 Sir Edwin Landseer, Windsor Castle in Modern Times, 184145

Winterhalter was immensely professional and reliable, unfailing in
capturing a likeness; his style was flattering and expensive-looking,
with a highly coloured, enamel-like surface corresponding to a new
taste for detail and finish which was manifesting itself in the 1840s. He
achieved great success both with Queen Victoria and with European
high society.

The one British painter who succeeded in creating memorable
portraits of the Queen and her court was Landseer, not primarily a
portraitist but a painter of animals and genre. Though he had to
struggle to obtain a likeness, Landseer’s portraits have wit and
originality. He painted Victoria and Albert in medieval costume at a

fancy-dress ball held at Buckingham Palace in 1842, but it is Windsor

Castle in Modern Times (1841—45) that seems to sum up the happy
mood of their early married life. The picture is in the English tradition
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of informal, country-house conversation pieces, depicting the sitters
in natural attitudes. This is a richly furnished palace not an ordinary
house, yet the portrait expresses the bourgeois rather than courtly
ideal of domestic bliss, a common rhunc of Victorian art and
literature.

Similar homely sentiments were the frequent theme of the genre
paintings, -scenes of familiar incidents mostly on a small scale and
painted with humour, homespun pl]]]().\()ph} and an eye for
incidental detail, which became the dominant type of art in the 1830s.
At every exhibition could be seen pictures of country markets, fairs,
cottages, young lovers, mothers with babies, children at play. This
was not a new fashion but its popularity increased in response to
demand from collectors and lasted until the 1870s. The vogue had
been created in the first two decades of the century by Sir David
Wilkie and William Mulready. Both were deeply influenced by
Dutch and Flemish peasant subjects of the 16th and 17th centuries, but
they introduced to their work a degree of psychological penetration
and narrative complexity unknown to David Teniers or Jan Steen.
Through the subtly detailed observation of movement, gesture and
facial expression, Wilkie could create the impression of rounded
characters in real situations, suggesting events that had happened
beforehand and inviting spuulatum as to what was to come next. His
Scottish peasant xlejut\. such as The Blind Fiddler (RA 1807) or
Distraining for Rent (RA 1815) could be understood without
knowledge of traditional mythological or religious stories and in his
Chelsea Pensioners reading the Waterloo Dispatch of 1822 he applied his
methods to a different kind of scene, imaginary, but constructed
around an important real event from recent history, the announce-
ment of the victory of Waterloo; he thereby created an informal
modern-dress equivalent to history painting. Towards the end of his
life Wilkie visited Spain, where he was greatly struck by the paintings
of Velizquez, and he adopted a looser style which he applied to
historical as well as genre subjects. He also travelled to the Middle
East, anticipating a trend amongst Victorian artists. Yet his later
work, some of it painted in the first years of Victoria’s reign, was less
significant for the development of Victorian genre painting than the
rustic Scottish scenes of his youth. These were of incalculable
influence on Victorian narrative painting and indeed on European art,
for engravings of them were widely circulated.

17




7 Sir David Wilkie, The Blind Fiddler, 1806

8 Thomas Webster, The Boy with many Friends, 1841

9 Thomas Faed, The Mitherless Bairn, 1855

Wilkie’s major genre paintings fall into two often-imitated
categories. First was the crowd scene, a busy composition packed with
many figures engaged in some group activity such as a celebration at
an inn or festival. This type was descended from the 16th-century
Flemish kermesse or fair and it was the model for the panoramic crowd
paintings of William Powell Frith (1819-1909). Second came the
box-like cottage interior, usually lit from one side by a window and
with fewer figures enacting a dramatic situation, as if on a stage. This
compositional type lay behind countless Victorian interior scenes.
Examples are The Boy with many Friends (RA 1841), a schoolboy
subject by Thomas Webster (1800-86) and The Mitherless Bairn (RA
1855) by Thomas Faed (1826-1900), like Wilkie, a Scot. Webster

specialized in comical pictures of children at play whilst the theme of

Faed’s work, often with titles taken from Scottish vernacular poetry
or folk wisdom, was the life of the poor, treated sometimes with
humour, sometimes with pathos. Even right at the end of their careers
both artists could still use settings and costumes that harked back to
the remote and reassuringly old-fashioned rural world depicted by
Wilkie earlier in the century.
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The boys in Webster’s pictures lack the subtle observation of
human behaviour seen in the genre paintings of William Mulready.
Like Wilkie, Mulready drew his inspiration from Dutch art; l;c
depicted his characters with sympathy and humour, but also with
remarkable insight, creating out of everyday incidents situations of
some ambiguity, so that the denouement is never obvious. The ‘
expressive range he gave to individual faces came from an interest in
the science of physiognomy; he was also a devotee of boxing, often x
painting the fights and quarrels of schoolboys and conveying latent
cruelty as well as humour. His school subjects date mostly from before
Victoria’s accession; those genre paintings he produced during her
reign (he lived until 1863) were happier, often depicting children or
young lovers with an almost throwaway gracefulness asin The Sonnet 10
(RA 1839). Only sometimes is there an explicit moral lesson such as
the exhortation to almsgiving in Train up a Child in the Way he should a
g0 (RA 1841). Mulready’s palette became lighter, warmer and more
glowing as he pioneered the technique, later used by the Pre-
Raphaelites, of applying colour over a white ground. He was also a
brilliant draughtsman in chalk, particularly of the nude, a facility

unusual in a genre painter. Mulready recorded his aims as “Story I
Character Expression Beauty’ and noted, perhaps in response to ;

criticism of his subjects as trivial compared to those of history |
painting, ‘Confirmed also [by experiment May 1844] that in the
present state of the art, almost any subject matter may be raised into
importance by truth and beauty of light and shade and colour with an
unostentatious mastery of execution.’

Mulready also excelled at another type of picture common in the
1830s and 40s which, in the hands of painters lacking his powers, could
be wooden and repetitive. This was the literary genre painting, which '
took a scene from a well-known play or novel and depicted it in an r
anecdotal manner, often with a humorous slant. In contrast to the ]'
artists of the Romantic period, who had favoured tragedy or high -\
drama, the early Victorians excluded anything savage or disturbing. '
Shakespeare now meant for the most part Autolycus and Malvolio
rather than Lear or Macbeth. The Victorians liked, in Thackeray’s
words, ‘a gentle sentiment, an agreeable, quiet incident, a tea-table

10 William Mulready, The Sonnet, 1839

tragedy or a bread-and-butter idyll’.
One of the favourite sources for literary genre was Goldsmith’s
novel of 1766, The Vicar of Wakefield, so often seen on the Academy’s

21
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11 C.R. Leslie, Dulcinea del Toboso, the Peasant
Mistress of Don Quixote, 1839

walls that Thackeray at one stage refused to mention another in his
reviews. He was forced to recant on seeing Mulready’s Choosing the
Wedding Gown (RA 1846), the brilliant colour of which he compared
to a blaze of fireworks. It shows the Vicar in the draper’s shop: ‘I chose
my wife as she did her wedding gown, not for a fine glossy surface,
but such qualities as would wear well.” Mulready’s love of high finish
is evident in the lustrous textures of the details.

The 17th and 18th centuries were particularly favoured by the
painters of literary subjects, and Moliere, Pepys, Addison, Boswell
and Defoe were often raided for ideas. The American-born Charles
Robert Leslie (1794—1859), friend and biographer of John Constable,
painted a notable series of comic subjects from Moliere, Shakespeare
and Cervantes. His Dulcinea del Toboso, the Peasant Mistress of Don
Quixote (RA 1839) is a slightly different type of picture, a fancy
portrait in the so-called Keepsake style. This was named after The
Keepsake, a series of annual volumes published between the 18205 and
40s, containing light verse and sentimental stories illustrated with steel
engravings, often of ladies in elegant costume, with fashionable
ringlets and come-hither expressions, a formula often employed in
cabinet pictures (intended for small rooms) and portraits.

i)

12 William Mulready, Choosing the Wedding Gown, 1846




Allied to the taste for literary genre painting was the immense
popularity of the historical anecdote, painted in the same style and
making the same appeal to be read in terms of humour, moral,
incidental detail, character and period costume. Anecdotal historical
subjects, as distinct from elevated history paintings, were one of the
most important elements in Victorian art and up to about 1870 almost
every artist of note painted them. They corresponded to a growing
public interest in the past, fed by.the popularity of such books as
Macaulay’s History of England (1849—61) and the historical novels of
Scott, Harrison Ainsworth and Edward Bulwer Lytton. Late 18th-
and early 19th-century historical subjects had concentrated on great
men and momentous events, treated with the grandiose rhetoric of
high art and often lacking in convincing dramatic or period sense. In
the 1820s Richard Parkes Bonington (1802-28), an Englishman
working mainly in France, began to paint more informal subjects,
showing intimate glimpses into the private lives of well-known
historical figures, the kind of scenes described in diaries and historical
novels. Still more influential on British art was the French painter Paul
Delaroche (1797-1856) who, exploiting the Anglomania current in
Paris in the 1830s, exhibited at the Salon a series of paintings from
British history including The Children of Edward IV (1830), Cromwell
gazing at the body of Charles I (1831) and The Execution of Lady Jane
Grey (1834). These were remarkable for their air of veracity, which
came from the artist’s feeling for the dramatic moment, from his
insight into character and from his painstaking research into costume,
setting and likeness. The success of these works prompted British
historical painters to spend many hours consulting costume experts,
history books and portrait engravings and equipping their studios
with antique furniture, wigs and old costumes to give their pictures
the appearance of period authenticity. Today Victorian historical
paintings may seem unconvincing, but for their contemporaries they
had vitality and immediacy, bringing the past to life by clothing it in
colour and drama. Many famous events were fixed into the national
consciousness by painted reconstructions, later reproduced in ency-
clopaedias and school textbooks until the images took on lives of their
own.

In their choice of subjects, painters mirrored the Victorian
conception of history and the prevailing Whig ethos of progress
towards constitutional monarchy and the defence of parliamentary
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13 Edward Matthew Ward, The South Sea Bubble, a scene in Change Alley in 1720,
1847

liberties. History was pictured in terms of national pride and of moral
and political exemplars for the modern age, but also of romantic
heroes and heroines and nostalgia for a glamorous past. Subjects
connected with Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Mary Queen of Scots and
above all Charles I, Cromwell and the Civil War were especially
popular.

Literary and artistic figures, particularly of the Restoration period,
were also frequently depicted. Edward Matthew Ward (1816-79),
who first made his name with scenes from the life of Dr Johnson, had
one of his greatest successes with The South Sea Bubble, a scene in
Change Alley in 1720 (RA 1847), based on a description of the
disastrous financial speculation taken from a popular history book.
Ward’s interest in the early Georgian period reflected a new self-
consciousness amongst Victorian artists that they were heirs to a
native tradition. William Hogarth (1697—1764) was at the height of
his reputation and regarded as the founder of the British School of
painting. At the Academy of 1860 Ward showed a picture of Hogarth

-

A

L. L




14, 15 Augustus Leopold Egg, The Life of Buckingham. The Death of Buckingham,

5

c. 1854

in his studio, and W.P. Frith was later to paint two series inspired by
Hogarth’s The Rake’s Progress: The Road to Ruin (RA 1878) and The
Race for Wealth (1880). Ward and Frith took up Hogarth’s strong
moral stance in warning against gambling, for the dangers of
debauchery were a frequent theme in Victorian art. Ward, Frith and
Augustus Egg (1816-63) all depicted the court of Charles I1 as the seat

14,15 of dissipation and vice, as in Egg’s dramatic The Life and The Death of

Buckingham (RA 1855). But in keeping with Victorian propriety,
Hogarth’s coarse humour and satire were absent from the work of his
Victorian followers.

In the 1830s and 40s there was a fashion for subjects of the so-called
‘olden time’ set variously in the later Middle Ages or the 16th century
and depicting a golden age of Merrie England, of maypole dancing
and joints of beef distributed to the tenantry. The powerful attraction
of this myth was also seen in the beginnings of the Gothic Revival in
architecture and in events like the Eglinton Tournament, an
extraordinary medieval pageant held at Eglinton Castle in Scotland in
1839 and attended by the fashionable world, clad expensively in fancy
dress and suits of armour. Such pictures as Bolton Abbey in the Olden

16 Time (RA 1834) by Landseer, Merry Christmas in the Baron’s Hall (RA

1838) by Maclise, and Coming of Age in the Olden Time (RA 1849) by
Frith echoed the political mood of the 40s, represented by Disraeli’s
Young England party with its nostalgia for a hierarchical, pre-
industrial society, also found in books like Thomas Carlyle’s Past
and Present (1843).
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The continuing popularity of Sir Walter Scott’s novels contributed
greatly to the interest in the past and to the Victorian fascination with
Scottish history and landscape, encouraged also by Queen Victoria’s
love of Scotland. The paintings of Sir Edwin Landseer were
fundamental to the Victorian vision of the Highlands. He first visited
Scotland in 1824 and returned regularly. In the 20s and 30s he painted
a series of Highland interiors influenced by Wilkie, in which animals
feature as prominently as humans. At the same time, Landseer gained
a reputation with the aristocracy, for whom he produced grand
sporting paintings in the tradition of Snyders and Rubens, but set in
the Highlands where his patrons went deerstalking. Landseer also
painted portraits of their favourite horses and dogs, most notably
Prince Albert’s greyhound Eos and Victoria’s spaniel Dash. Landseer,
like his artistic forebear George Stubbs, studied animal anatomy,
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17 Sir Edwin Landseer, The Old
Shepherd’s Chief Mourner, 1837

18 Sir Edwin Landseer, Dignity and
Impudence, 1839

developing an uncanny facility in depicting the sleek and glossy
textures of fur and feather, and the quivering moistness of eye and
nostril. Unlike Stubbs, he expressed the character of his animal sitters
in anthropomorphic terms. This could be heavy-handed, as in
elaborate canine charades like Laying down the Law (RA 1840) where
the dogs all assume legal personalities, the flufty hair of a poodle, for
instance, being made to resemble a judge’s wig. But in Dignity and
Impudence (1839) an apt and witty contrast is made between a
magnificently impassive bloodhound and a cheeky little Scotch
terrier, both dogs belonging to the artist’s friend and business
manager Jacob Bell.

Landseer was a natural storyteller and developed a novel kind of
genre painting employing Wilkie’s narrative techniques but with
animals as the principal players. This had parallels in animal fables and
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in contemporary literature, for Scott and Dickens both describe dogs
as individuals with their own feelings. Landseer’s The Old Shepherd’s
Chief Mourner (RA 1837) depicts a tearful collie pathetically pressing
his head on the draped coffin of his master, whose life and habits are
suggested by the objects in the humble interior. Each detail was
described at length in a famous purple passage by John Ruskin (18 19—
1900), who concluded that the care and thought displayed in the
painting stamped the artist ‘not as the neat imitator of the texture of a
skin, or the fold of a drapery, but as the Man of Mind’.

Landseer’s art is not now associated with intellectual qualities, yet
his achievement as a ‘Man of Mind’ was powerfully realized, not so
much in his dog pictures as in his series of deer and stags of the 1840s.
These show the animals at various stages of their existence: fighting,
challenged by each other, reaching safety across a lake, hunted or shot
dead; their bodies are painted with incomparable accuracy and the
landscapes are superbly handled. But their real significance is on a
higher plane, for they bring to animal painting the epic and heroic
qualities of high art. Placed in sublimely poetic, solitary Highland
settings the stags seem to represent the forces of nature, free yet
doomed, as in The Stag at Bay (RA 1846). The culmination of the
series is The Monarch of the Glen (RA 1851), commissioned to hang in
the Refreshment Rooms of the House of Lords, though never installed
there as the expenditure was turned down by the Commons. It was
Landseer’s contribution to the scheme to decorate the Palace of
Westminster with paintings, a project born out of a desire to raise the
level of seriousness of British art. Against this background, Landseer
created one of his most powerful conceptions, in which the stag is seen
proud and untamed, rearing up against spectacularly misty peaks, the
low viewpoint emphasizing the animal’s triumphant freedom.
Though couched in animal terms, it has the timelessness and
universality intended of history painting.

19 Sir Edwin Landseer, The Monarch

of the Glen, 1851




20 William Mulready, An Interior including a Portrait of John Sheepshanks at

his Residence in Old Bond Street,

1832

CHAPTER TWO

Early Victorian Taste and Patronage

The popularity of genre painting was largely due to the tastes and
buying power of a new class of collectors which emerged in the early
Victorian period; by 1851 C.R. Leslie could write to his sister, “The
increase of the private patronage of Art in this country is surprising.
Almost every day I hear of some man of fortune, whose name is
unknown to me who is forming a collection of the works of living
painters; and they are all either men of business or who have made
fortunes in business and retired.’

Earliest and most important of these new patrons was John
Sheepshanks (1784—1863), the subject of Mulready’s portrait which
shows him in his London house with his servant. On the wall hang a
few framed drawings, part of Sheepshanks’ large collection which
survives in its entirety, for in 1857 he presented it to what is now the
Victoria and Albert Museum. Sheepshanks was a Leeds woollen
manufacturer who made a fortune from supplying uniforms for the
British army in the Peninsular War. In the 1830s he settled in London
where he began to buy the work of contemporary painters, coming to
know them as friends, sometimes commissioning pictures directly
from them and also buying at the Summer Exhibitions. He owned 30
oils by Mulready, 24 by Leslie and 16 by Landseer, as well as many
others. Most of them are of cabinet size, and genre and literary
subjects predominate, although there are some marine and landscape
paintings, including five Turners and six Constables. Sheepshanks
also bought Dutch and Flemish prints which he presented to the
British Museum.

A number of other collectors were active at the same time as
Sheepshanks, including William Wells of Redleaf, shipbuilder and
brewer, Robert Vernon, supplier of horses for the British army
during the Napoleonic Wars (his collection is in the Tate Gallery),
Elhanan Bicknell, whose money came from sperm-whale fishing and
engineering, Samuel Ashton, owner of a Manchester cotton mill, and

Charles Meigh, a Staffordshire pottery manufacturer. The sources of
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their wealth indicate a transformation in the British art market during
the 1830s and 40s. The initiative in art collecting passed from the
aristocracy to the rising middle class of manufacturers, merchants and
entrepreneurs, newly enriched by the Industrial Revolution, enfran-
chised by the 1832 Reform Act and endowed with the shrewdness and
independence of judgment that had brought them success in business.
They invested some of the large amounts of liquid capital they had
amassed from industry and commerce not in Old Masters but in the
work of living artists. They were not the first to collect contemporary
British painting, for the lead had been set in the early 19th century by
aristocrats like Lord Egremont (Turner’s patron at Petworth) and
Lord de Tabley. But now the economic power lay elsewhere, with
the middle classes. Not for them a classical education, the Grand Tour
and the 18th-century virtuoso’s connoisseurship of Guido or Raphael.
These patrons liked recognizable subjects rather than remote allegory
and they preferred signed modern paintings whose authenticity could
be proved to dubious Old Masters, which were extensively faked at
this period.

The taste of the new collectors embodied the middle-class values of
propriety and respectability, hard work, the sanctity of family life,
piety and self-improvement. These values were expressed in the many
domestic subjects representing home and family, the innocence of
children or the virtues of obedience and charity, for it was a
commonplace of Victorian art criticism that painting was a moral
teacher. The utilitarian and evangelical bias of middle-class education
encouraged a distrust of the purely sensual. There was deep suspicion
of the enjoyment of art for its own sake; it had to have a purpose, to
profit the mind. Work benefited the soul and led to personal
salvation, leisure time had to be spent in improving pursuits, hence the
preoccupation with subject, narrative and moral over artistic form,
with learning from a picture and reading its details as closely as a book.

The Victorian period was the great age of the novel, and Scott,
Dickens and Thackeray, for example, were published in large
editions. The growth in education and literacy expanded a reading
public avid for self<improvement: many people were brought up
with the custom of regular family gatherings to hear passages read
aloud from the Bible or from popular novels and history books.
Genre paintings occupied a similar territory; as in domestic reci-
tations, the incidents chosen by artists were often amusing vignettes
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21 William Edward Frost, Sabrina, 1845

and memorable set pieces rather than passages that summed up the
essence of a play or book. In the same way, detail and characterization
were admired in pictures more than the general effect. This led to a
certain philistinism: Lady Eastlake, a noted writer on art, complained
in 1863 that the British ‘had scarcely advanced beyond the lowest step
of the aesthetic ladder, the estimate of a subject’. Paintings were also
admired for their workmanship. The middle-class work ethic can be
discerned in the appreciation of technical skill in a picture, evidence
both of the artist’s labour and of value for money for the purchaser.
John Gibbons, an Edgbaston ironmaster and patron of many early
Victorian artists, wrote in 1843, ‘I love finish — even to the minutest
details. [ know the time it takes and that it must be paid for but thisIdo
not object to.’ ]

Paintings were regarded as essentially domestic in function.
Writing in 1866, Richard and Samuel Redgrave noted that ‘pictures
to suit the English taste must be pictures to live by; pictures to hang on
the walls of that home in which the Englishman spends more of his
time than do the men of other nations, and loves to see cheerful and
decorative. His rooms are comparatively small and he cannot spare
much wall-space for a single picture.” The dominant form of the
period was not the public mural or large gallery picture, but the
portable easel painting, intended to be hung at home and which could
be bought and sold as an article of private property.
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Just as Victorian social relations were governed by a strict code of

acceptable behaviour, so Victorian painters avoided subjects that
offended middle-class propriety. The nude figure had no partin genre
painting. It was acceptable for fairy subjects and also in the context of
high art where it was sanctioned by classical myth, by the precedent of
the Old Masters, and by the moral lessons inherent in history painting.
Butitissignificant that the Rubensian gusto of Etty’s nudes was, in the
work of his most successful follower William Edward Frost (1810
77), softened to what an obituarist described as an ‘enervating
correctness . .. “‘chaste’” and proper for the eyes of the British matron
in her dining room’.

Frost’s patrons included the Queen, who was not the prude she is
sometimes made out to be. At an exhibition of the work of William
Mulready in 1853 she made a point of admiring his nude drawings
despite the attempts of nervous officials to prevent her from seeing
them. Mulready himself wrote somewhat cynically in his personal
notebook, ‘Female beauty and innocence will be much talked about
and sell well. Let it be covertly exciting, its material flesh and blood
approaching a sensual existence and it will be talked about more and
sell much better . .. but let excitement appear to be the object and the
hypocrites will shout and scream and scare away the sensuality.” But
with the decline from favour of high art, paintings of the nude became
less common until the classical revival of the late Victorians.
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22 Wilham Wyld, Manchester
in 1851, 1851

23 James Sharples, The Forge,
1844—47 (detail)

A similar reticence operated with subjects showing the poverty,
homelessness and unemployment that were features of the age. In the
‘hungry forties’, which received such powerful literary expression in
the novels of Disraeli, Dickens and Mrs Gaskell, the problems caused
by industrialization and the growth of towns and cities made little
appearance in painting. The poor were visible everywhere, endlessly
discussed and analysed in newspapers, books, parliamentary debates
and reports, but they were not felt to be fit subjects for art. Views of
factories and cities were rare, the province of the magazine illustrator
or topographer but not of the fine artist. When William Wyld (1806-
89) painted Manchester in 1851 he depicted the city from a distance,
set in a conventional rural landscape with the mass of factory
chimneys seen only in the background.

One of the very few Victorian paintings showing workers in a
factory is by the highly atypical James Sharples (1825-92), a
Lancashire foundry worker. The story of Sharples the blacksmith
artist was included as one of Samuel Smiles’ exemplars in the later
editions of Self-Help. Sharples attended evening classes at the local
Mechanics’ Institute, but was otherwise self-taught. His painting of
The Forge (1844—47), and the engraving he made of it, was done in his
spare time. Unlike the industrial novels, The Forge was not meant as a
critique of the factory system; on the contrary, it shows the artist’s
pride in the technical processes of industry.
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Two contemporary professional artists, Richard Redgrave (1804
88) and George Frederic Watts (1817-1904), responded to the
problems of the 1840s with a small number of pictures explicity
condemning social ills. Their subjects were highly selective, however,
featuring mainly female protagonists who could be shown as passive
icons of suffering; these pictures owed as much to artistic convention
and literary inspiration as to first-hand observation. Even so, they
were remarkable for their date.

Redgrave, painter of The Sempstress (first version RA 1844), did not
confine himself to the fine arts. He designed ceramics, glass, silver and
wallpaper for Felix Summerly’s Art Manufactures, a concern set up
by the civil servant Henry Cole in 1847 to improve British design.
Redgrave was also active as an art educationalist, as curator of the
Sheepshanks collection at South Kensington and later, of the Royal
Collection. In the 1840s he was a genre painter who distinguished
himself from his contemporaries by his stated aim of ‘calling attention
to the trials and struggles of the poor and oppressed’. He painted a
series of pictures of unhappy women including a governess, a country
girl forced to leave her family for domestic service and a girl with an
illegitimate child thrown out of home. But it was The Sempstress that
caught the imagination of the public and moved another artist, Paul
Falconer Poole (1807—79), to write, “Who can help exclaiming “Poor
Soul! God help her”’?” The exploitation of sweated labour in the
clothing trade was a notorious abuse, familiar to contemporaries from
newspaper reports, but Redgrave was prompted to paint the subject
not from direct experience but after reading Thomas Hood’s
celebrated poem The Song of the Shirt published in Punch in 1843:

With fingers weary and worn,

With eyelids heavy and red,

A woman sat in unwomanly rags,
Plying her needle and thread —

Stitch! Stitch! Stitch!

In poverty, hunger and dirt,

And still with a voice of dolorous pitch
She sang ‘The Song of the Shirt.’

The details of the interior were devised to suggest the needle-
woman'’s desperate situation, but by showing her not in a crowded
sweatshop but as a solitary figure, with eyes turned up to heaven like a
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baroque saint, Redgrave was able to contrive an image of pathos
which moved viewers without offending them with too great a
degree of realism.

Around 1850 the young G.F. Watts painted a series of social-realist
canvases including a female suicide, a beggar, another sempstressand a
family evicted from home during the recent potato famine in Ireland.
Watts had lately returned from Italy where he had steeped him\‘clfin.
the monumental art of the Renaissance, particularly the sculpture of
Michelangelo. Though his paintings were inspired by contemporary
issues, the form they took was unlike genre painting: they were larger
in scale, broader in treatment and eliminated the use of costume and
setting as narrative devices, on which Redgrave still depended. Watts
had never been to Ireland when he painted The Irish Famine; visually,
it depends on the traditional scheme of a Rest on the Flight into Egypt.
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25 George Frederic Watts,
T'he Irish Famine, c. 1850

Like The Sempstress, The Irish Famine is an emblem of suffering rather
than a realistic description of it.

Watts did not exhibit his social-realist subjects at the time they were
painted, presumably because he thought that the public, accustomed
to genre and anecdote, would not understand them. The improve-
ment of public taste was widely debated in the art world of the 1830s
and 40s. Many people felt that the new patrons had lowered standards
by encouraging the production of endless trivial genre scenes. B.R.
Haydon and others constantly attacked the Academy and successive
governments for their failure to provide the kind of State education
and public commissions for artists that were available in France and
Germany. There was a powerful economic argument for State
intervention, for Britain was losing ground to foreign competition in
manufactured goods and would buonu w ultlnu‘ if taste could be
improved.

Art education in Britain was certainly lagging behind that of
Europe: in the early 19th century there was no system in the w ay
British artists were trained. Some learned by working as studio
assistants to professional painters; others were apprenticed to house
painters or to theatrical scene painters. It was possible to study at a
private academy or with a drawing master but these both taughtart as
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a genteel accomplishment for amateurs. Art classes were held at the
new Mechanics’ Institutes in the industrial towns but they gave only
rudimentary instruction for artisans. The most prestigious art training
was provided by the Royal Academy Schools in London, but in the
early Victorian period these were at a very low ebb. Academicians
taught in rotation on the ‘Visitor’ system, changing each month; the
theory was that students would avoid being dominated by any one
style, but in practice it meant a directionless training. Most Visitors
blatantly neglected their teaching duties, ‘sitting with us the
prescribed two hours, rarely drawing, oftener reading. In those days
scarcely ever teaching’, according to Frith, a student there in the 30s.
The lectures were a mockery and the system of study was stultifyingly
archaic, beginning with drawing from the antique, and followed only
after a long time by drawing from the head and the draped model.
Painting was not permitted until much later in the student’s career.
Equally constricting were the the methods of the private art schools,
set up in the 30s and 40s mainly to prepare students for the Academy
Schools. At Sass’s (later called Carey’s) Frith was set to copying
interminable outlines from the antique, after which he laboured for
six long weeks drawing a huge plaster ball to study light and shade.
The British system encouraged miniaturistic skills and fine detail, but
at the expense of breadth and large-scale design. British painters who
had studied in Paris, such as Charles Lucy (1814—73) or Edward
Armitage (1817—96), were deeply critical of the mechanical execution
of artists trained in England. More fortunate were the students at the
Trustees’ Academy in Edinburgh, particularly in the sos under
Robert Scott Lauder (1803—69), who encouraged his students to paint

at an early stage in their studies and insisted on the importance of

grouping figures rather than studying them in isolation. The results
were apparent in the sophistication of the Scottish painters who came
to maturity in the 6o0s and 7o0s.

Partly as a result of Haydon’s campaigning, a Select Committee set
up in 1836 led to the establishment of a Government School of Design
in London followed by others in provincial cities. The painter
William Dyce (1806—64), who became the second headmaster of the
London School of Design, was sent to Europe to study art education
and introduced German methods. The Schools of Design were
reorganized in the sos by Henry Cole and Richard Redgrave into a
more coherent national system of schools, examinations and teaching
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certificates. The schools were set up under the aegis of the Board of
Trade; their purpose was solely to train ornamental artists in order to
improve the standard of manufactured goods; and they used rigid
methods of instruction favouring mechanical exercises in geometry
and ornament, rather than the traditional academic discipline based
on the study of the human figure advocated by Haydon. Schools with
enlightened teachers escaped the narrowness encouraged by the
system, but the general result was to perpetuate the division between
fine and applied art which was to be so much criticized by John
Ruskin and William Morris.

The most important fruit of the campaign for State intervention in
the arts was the scheme to decorate the Palace of Westminster with
mural paintings. In 1834 the old Houses of Parliament had been
destroyed by fire. By 1840 the new building, by the architects Sir
Charles Barry (1795-1860) and A.W.N. Pugin (1812—52), was
nearing completion, and the question of its decoration was being
publicly discussed. Comparisons were made with public commissions
in Europe, such as Louis-Philippe’s Gallery of Battles at Versailles,
painted by Theodor Gudin (1802-80), and more significantly with
the frescoes of Peter Cornelius (1783—1867) and his school at Munich
which, under the direction of Ludwig I, had recently been
transformed into a city of grand public buildings enriched with mural
decorations on poetic and historical subjects. In 1841 a Select
Committee met to consider the question, taking evidence from
experts including Barry and the painters Charles Eastlake (1793-1865)
and William Dyce. Later that year a Royal Commission was set up by
the Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel, who defined its purpose as
‘Investigation whether the Construction of the New Houses of
Parliament can be taken advantage of for the encouragement of
British Art’. Peel appointed as chairman the young Prince Albert, as
yet hardly known in public life, and Eastlake as secretary. And so
began a most ambitious attempt to raise the level of British art and to
make the Houses of Parliament into a kind of national shrine,
decorated with paintings illustrative of British history and literature.

After prolonged consultation with artists and connoisseurs, the
Commission decided that both Houses should be decorated with
murals of historical and allegorical scenes in fresco and a series of open
competitions was held, beginning in 1842; the first entries were
shown the following year in a highly successful exhibition held at
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Westminster Hall. In the competitions that followed, artists had to
provide specimens of fresco as well as designs, a wise precaution in
view of British unfamiliarity with the medium. It was also intended to
complement the murals by hanging easel paintings in certain rooms;
Landseer’s The Monarch of the Glen was commissioned as part of this
Initiative.

Over the next few years artists began their work. They included
William Dyce, Daniel Maclise, Richard Redgrave, E.M. Ward, John
Tenniel (1820-1914) —now chiefly famous for his Alice in Wonderland
illustrations — Charles W. Cope (1811—90), John Callcott Horsley
(1817-1903) and John Rogers Herbert (1810—90). Fresco, the
technique of painting on fresh plaster, is a very demanding medium,
impossible to alter once applied and highly susceptible to damp.
Despite the difficulties, fresco was specified not simply because it wasa
revival of a classic Italian Renaissance technique, judged to be
historically appropriate for architectural murals, but also as an
acknowledgment that the Palace of Westminster was to be decorated
on the successful German model, admired by Prince Albert and
Eastlake; one of Eastlake’s first acts as secretary had been to consult
Cornelius about the best methods of fresco painting.

The first murals to be completed were in the Lords: The Baptism of
Ethelbert (1846) by Dyce and The Spirit of Chivalry (1847) by Maclise.
Both were heavily influenced by the German frescoes, with clear
bright colours, uniform lighting, smooth contours, strong wiry
outlines and formal symmetry quite unlike the baroque theatricality
and chiaroscuro (strong contrasts of light and shade) of Haydon or
Etty. This German style had its origins in the renewed interest in the
early Italian Masters pioneered earlier in the century by the group of
German painters known as the Nazarenes. Led by Cornelius,
Friedrich Overbeck (1789-1869), Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld
(1794—1872), Franz Pforr (1788—1812) and Wilhelm Schadow (1764—
1850), in 1809 they formed an association called the Brotherhood of
St Luke, named after the patron saint of painting. They moved to
Rome in 1810 where they lived together in an austere, semi-monastic
community, inspired by pre-Reformation Christianity. For artistic
inspiration they looked to late medieval and early Renaissance
painting, reviving the technique of fresco and particularly admiring
Durer, Fra Angelico, Perugino and the early work of Raphael. As a
community, the Brotherhood lasted only a few years, but its influence
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27 Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld,
The Flight into Egypt, 1828

28 William Dyce, Madonna and Child, c. 1838

was widespread. Cornelius moved to Munich in 1819 and Schadow
went to Diisseldorf; Overbeck remained in Rome where his studio
attracted many visitors including Dyce and Ford Madox Brown
(1821—93), both key figures in the transmission of the Nazarene style
to Britain. Brown, an unsuccessful competitor in two of the
Westminster competitions, met Overbeck in 1846 at the height of
British interest in the German style, but Dyce went to Overbeck’s
studio in 1827, so was one of the earliest British painters to have first-
hand contact with the Nazarenes.

Born in Aberdeen, William Dyce began his career as a portraitist,
but the seriousness and depth of his artistic and religious impulse gave
him higher ambitions. He studied in Rome in 1825 and again in 1827,
and in the 30s the Nazarene influence became apparent in such works
as the Madonna and Child of c. 1838. Its Raphaelesque archaism is quite
unlike anything else of its date in Britain. Four years previously,
Nicholas (later Cardinal) Wiseman had written to Dyce from Rome
to encourage him, finding the painter’s interest in ‘the old, symbolic,
Christian manner of the ancients . . . refreshing indeed to the mind; it
is like listening to a strain of Palestrina after a boisterous modern
finale.” The comparison was aptly chosen, as the purity and austerity
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Dyce brought to painting was paralleled by his activities in the field of
church music. He was a leader in the campaign to return religious
music to its early simplicity and was also involved in the ecclesiologi-
cal movement to restore to contemporary church architecture and
decoration the dignity demanded by traditional ritual. Dyce’s career
as an artist was interrupted by his headmastership of the School of
Design, but following his success in the 1844 Westminster compe-
tition he was able to give more time to his painting. After completing
The Baptism of Ethelbert he was fully occupied from 1847 to 1864 with
the five murals in the Royal Robing Room of the House of Lords,
illustrating knightly virtues through episodes from Morte d’ Arthur, a
cycle of legends translated from the French by Malory during the 15th
century, which were also the subject of an epic poem by Tennyson
(1809—92). This was regarded by Albert as a British equivalent of the
German epic of the Niebelungenlied, the subject of one of Cornelius’
most famous cycles in the Royal Palace at Munich. The clarity of
composition and simple action of Dyce’s Morte d’ Arthur scenes make
them amongst the most successful of the Westminster murals.
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30 Octagon Room, Garden Pavilion in the
grounds of Buckingham Palace. Engraving, 1846

Dyce also received important commissions from Prince Albert,
who from the time of his appointment as chairman of the Royal
Commission became one of the leading supporters of State patronage.
As a young man, Albert had, under the influence of his tutor Baron
Stockmar, received a thorough grounding in the appreciation of the
fine arts. He was familiar with the principal picture galleries of Europe
and knew at first hand the murals of Cornelius and his school in
Munich. It was due to the astute judgment of Peel, the Prime
Minister, himself a connoisseur and collector of Old Masters, that
Albert became involved in public life as an energetic promoter of the
arts, not only presiding over the Westminster murals scheme but also
over the organizing committees of the Great Exhibition of 1851 and
the Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition of 1857; the former was
devoted to manufactured goods, while the latter was a huge
exhibition of the fine arts, including an astonishing array of Old
Master paintings borrowed from private collections and a large group
of British paintings, both historical and contemporary.

In addition, Albert and Victoria, whose taste he guided, set a public
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example by their personal patronage. For their new house at Osborne
on the Isle of Wight they bought the work of living painters from the
Royal Academy. Albert also helped foster the fresco movement: in
1843, as a kind of trial run for the Westminster murals, he had asked a
number of Academicians to decorate a small garden pavilion in the
grounds of Buckingham Palace with scenes from Milton’s Comus in
one room, subjects taken from the work of Sir Walter Scott in
another and Pompeian grotesques in a third. The enterprise was as
much inspired by Raphael’s famous decorations for the Villa
Farnesina as by the murals of the Nazarenes at the Casa Bartholdy in
Rome. The pavilion fell into disrepair and was demolished in 1928,
but a second royal fresco commission, Dyce’s Raphaelesque Neptune
resigning to Britannia the Empire of the Sea (1847), remains in situ at
Osborne.

Albert was also an important collector of Old Masters. The leading
personalities behind the revival of the early Renaissance style in
Victorian painting, the Prince Consort, Dyce and Eastlake, were
pioneers in the contemporaneous change in taste from the Carracci,
Reni and the Baroque to artists of the age before Raphael, such as
Duccio, Fra Angelico and Gentile da Fabriano, examples of whose
work were bought by Albert in the late 1840s; at this time Italian
‘primitives’ were still regarded with suspicion by most British
collectors.

Eastlake, Albert’s chief ally in the field of connoisseurship, first
made his reputation as a painter with scenes of Italian peasants and
banditti in the Roman Campagna. He also attained celebrity for his
religious works, notably Christ blessing little Children (RA 1839),
inspired by Overbeck’s painting of the same subject but, typically for
Eastlake, lacking the vigour of its model. Eastlake’s graceful and
restrained treatment, obeying the academic rules of harmonious
composition and balance between lights and darks, is a pointer to his
personality and to his subsequent career as a scholarly connoisseur and
a tactful and meticulous art administrator. He exemplified a new type,
the painter-turned-public-servant, of which the Victorian age was to
furnish further examples in Richard Redgrave, Sir Edward Poynter
(1836-1919) and Thomas Armstrong (1832—1911). Eastlake was
secretary to the Royal Commission from 1841, Keeper of the
National Gallery from 1843—47, and President of the Royal Academy
from 1850, when he also received a knighthood; as Director of the
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National Gallery from 1855 until his death in 1865 he transformed the
young institution into a collection of world stature, and his career as a
painter was quite overshadowed.

The later history of the Westminster murals was unworthy of the
hopes that lay behind the original scheme. From the start there had
been complaints about irregularities. Many of the competition
prizewinners had not been given commissions; the designs of some
who had were rejected and other artists were invited to replace them.
The historical authenticity of several subjects had been doubted.
There were bureaucratic delays, complaints about mounting expen-
diture and unforeseen technical problems such as the time it took for
fresh plaster to dry. There was little co-ordination between decorative
work and painting, for Barry, the architect, who took charge of the
carvers and gilders, would have nothing to do with the artists, with
the result that Maclise, for instance, was driven to distraction because
of the coloured reflections on his panels caused by the stained glass in
the Royal Gallery. Some of the murals were justly criticizcd\by the
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32 Daniel Maclise, Trafalgar: the Death of Nelson, 1863—65, (detail),
finished study for House of Lords mural

press as uninspired, but the principal failure, which made a public
mockery of the whole affair, was the disastrous use of fresco. As early
as 1854, blistering was noted in some of the paintings; in the early 60s
many of the murals were cracking and darkening, but all Attcm}’wts at
restoration failed. By this time the Munich style appeared artificial
and old-fashioned, and once the chief movers of the scheme had died
(Albert in 1861 and Eastlake in 1865), the impetus to complete was
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lost. C.W. Cope laboured on in the Peers’ Corridor until 1866 at his
series of scenes from the Civil War, but all other outstanding
commissions were cancelled and the scheme, much reduced from its
original scope, came to an ignominious end.

Because of the early problems with fresco, several artists had
changed to the waterglass technique, a watercolour process fixed to
the wall with silica, which unlike fresco allowed for retouching and
alteration. Even this proved problematic. Amongst the last of the
murals to be commenced were Maclise’s two frieze-like battle scenes

in the Royal Gallery, both carried out in waterglass, The Meeting of

Wellington and Bliicher (1858—61) and Trafalgar: the Death of Nelson
(1863—65). Tragically, Maclise could see the colour of the first
disappearing as he worked away at the second. But even in their
present, near-monochrome state, they are the most powerful of all the
Westminster murals and the culmination of his career. Born in
Ireland, Maclise had first made a name for himself as a talented
portrait draughtsman and caricaturist, and from the 30s became a
successful painter of flamboyantly colourful and crowded literary and
historical set-pieces in a hard German style, such as The Play Scene from
Hamlet (RA 1842), Caxton’s Printing Office (RA 1851) and Peter the
Great at Deptford (RA 1857). Maclise does not appear to have visited
Munich until 1859 and must have learned from the many German
books and prints circulating in Britain. In the two battle scenes,
Maclise assimilated the more obvious German mannerisms into his
own style. The paintings are packed with realistic incident, but the
overall impression is one of convincing heroism and grandeur, a

partial vindication at least of the attempt to foster a new school of

British history painting.

Behind the Munich fresco revival, so influential on the Westmins-
ter scheme, lay the growth of German national consciousness
manifested in the study of German legend and history. This had a
perhaps surprising influence on another aspect of British art, the
painting of fairies, which reached its apogee in the 1840s and early so0s.
In the late 18th and early 19th centuries German writers such as the
brothers Grimm had explored romantic legends, some of which were
taken up by British illustrators and painters like George Cruikshank
(1792—1878) and Maclise, whose weird Scene from Undine (RA 1844),
from the German writer La Motte Fouqué, was bought by Queen
Victoria as a birthday present for Albert. But the British also used
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native sources; the Irish-born Maclise illustrated two books of Irish
fairy stories and poems, and Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s
Dream and The Tempest provided the subjects for many fairy
paintings, such as The Quarrel and The Reconciliation of Oberon and
Titania (1850 and 1847) by Joseph Noel Paton (1821—1901). Though
Blake and Fuseli provided some stylistic precedents, the hard, wiry
outlines and naturalistic foliage writhing with monstrous sprites and
elves owed much to the German illustrators Moritz Retzsch (1779—
1857), Moritz von Schwind (1804—71) and Ludwig Richter
(1803—84).

One of the most promising early Victorian fairy painters was
Richard Dadd (1819-87), who in the early 40s exhibited subjects from
A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest, noteworthy for their
delicacy of touch and supernatural lighting effects, probably
influenced by the theatre. In 1842—43 he travelled in the Middle East as
companion to a wealthy lawyer who wanted a record of his journey
and it was at this time that Dadd first experienced the delusions and
nervous depression which signalled his approaching insanity. In 1843
he murdered his father and escaped to France where he was later
arrested and extradited, spending the rest of his life first in Bethlem
Hospital, London and from 1864 until his death in 1887, in
Broadmoor prison for the criminally insane. Dadd was extremely
fortunate in being attended by sympathetic doctors who encouraged
him to paint. Isolated from the world outside and from new
developments in art, he fell back upon the themes of his sane period,
historical and literary subjects, recollections of the Middle East,
portraits and fairies. The body of work he produced after he went
mad is often bizarre and puzzling, but even in his disturbed state he
painted with a clarity of form which reflects Nazarene influence: on
his way back from the Middle East he had visited Overbeck in Rome.
Dadd’s most extraordinary achievement is the enigmatic The Fairy
Feller’s Master-Stroke (1855—64), a hallucinatory vision of fantastic
creatures, seen as if with a magnifying glass through a delicate
network of grasses and flowers. All are watching the fairy woodman
(or “feller’) aiming his axe at a hazelnut, a moment pregnant with
never-to-be-explained significance.

33 Richard Dadd, The Fairy Feller's Master-Stroke, 185564
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34 Sir Joseph Noel Paton, The Reconciliation
of Oberon and Titania, 1847

Dadd’s work was never shown or appreciated until the 20th
century, but in any case fairy painting soon went out of fashion at the

public exhibitions, though it lived on in the book illustrations of

Richard Doyle (1824—83) and later Arthur Rackham (1867-1939).
The German influence on British painting waned rapidly. The piety
and simplicity of the Nazarene style were seen in the sos and 6os in the
biblical scenes of W.C.T. Dobson (1817-98), in the portraits and
subject pictures of Herbert and Cope, and in the 70s in the religious
work of Paton. But mural painting as a State-sponsored public
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medium for the communication of national ideals was essentially alien
to British taste and was discredited by the Westminster experience.
The German-inspired Westminster style was repeated in a lL}plmc]—
esque fresco of The School of the Lawgivers (1853—59) by G.F. \X atts at
Lincoln’s Inn, but apart from this and the ill-fated Pre-Raphaelite wall
decorations at the Oxford Union (1857), mural painting became a
domestic. decorative art until its revival in late Victorian public

buildings.




35 J-M.W. Turner, Slavers throwing overboard the Dead and Dying. Typhon
coming on, 1840

CHAPTER THREE

The Post-Romantic Landscape

In the first three decades of the 19th century, British landscape
painting was transformed from a fairly humble branch of art, based
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