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ABSTRACT

James Thornhill (1675-1734) 1s best known for his grand-scale decorative paintings —
in the Royal Naval Hospital at Greenwich, at St Paul’s Cathedral and in more than
twenty-five other public buildings and country houses across England. He was unique
among native painters in his ability to win commissions over his foreign rivals in the
difficult art of decorative history painting and, in a career that spanned four decades,
produced some of the most spectacular and important decorative schemes of the
eighteenth century. However, Thornhill’s work has hitherto remained on the margins
of British art history. This thesis combines original document-based research with a
fresh pictorial analysis of Thornhill’s work in an examination of the complex
relationships between the artist’s patrons, his paintings and the subjects he
represented.

Thorhill’s working life began in the year of William and Mary’s coronation
in 1689, and his subsequent career was shaped, to a significant degree, by the social
and political consequences of the Glorious Revolution. Across four chapters, this
thesis explores the different ways in which the artist used the various lenses of
allegory, mythology and religious history to historicise significant events in the
nation’s recent past in ways that were meaningful to its cultural and political elite, and

to the wider viewing public of early eighteenth-century England. At the same time,
the thesis examines how Thomhill successfully distinguished his own work from that

of his more cosmopolitan European counterparts, fashioning a distinctive artistic
identity while capturing the imagination of an audience whose appetite for grand-

scale decorative history painting was greater and more diverse than at any time before
Or since.
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"Nor 1s it in the Power of Words to raise too great an Idea of the Work’
Richard Steele on Thomhill’s painting at Greenwich

‘Its enough to breake ones neck to looke on them’

Celia Fiennes on painted ceilings



INTRODUCTION

‘Our celebrated Country-man’

In 1707, the architect John James and the engraver John Sturt jointly published the
first English edition of Andrea Pozzo’s Rules and Examples of Perspective proper for
painters and architects. With more than 100 new engravings by Sturt and a list of
subscribers that included several Dukes and Earls, as well as numerous painters,
craftsmen and booksellers, this new translation of Pozzo’s treatise was an ambitious
production.’ In the book’s dedication to Queen Anne, Sturt paid tribute to Britain’s
monarch by praising the great architectural projects that had become associated with
her reign. He singled out for special attention St Paul’s Cathedral in London, the
Royal Naval Hospital at Greenwich (the building of which had commenced several
years before Anne’s accession) and Blenheim Palace, the vast Oxfordshire pile

granted to the Duke of Marlborough following his first and most celebrated victory

against the French in 1704, ‘The late magnificence of these buildings’, Sturt
suggested,

seem to presage, that a Time is coming, when, through the Blessing of Peace,
and the Happy Influence of Your Majesty’s Government [...] Your Majesty’s
Subjects shall exert themselves as much to their Country’s Honour, in the Arts
of Design, and Civil Architecture; as they have already done in the Art
Military, and Personal Valour.*

Eight years later, in 1715, Colen Campbell completed the first volume of Vitruvius
Britannicus, an equally impressive publication celebrating Britain’s classical
architecture since the time of Inigo Jones. Among the more recent architectural

projects included in this volume was the Royal Naval Hospital, still under

* Pozzo’s Rules and Examples of Perspective first appeared in Latin and Italian in 1693 as Prospettiva
de’ pittori e architetti. For a discussion of Sturt’s other activities as an engraver and print entrepreneur,

see Mark Hallett, ‘The Medley Print in Early Eighteenth-Century London’, Art History, vol. 20, no. 2
(June 1997), pp. 214-37.

? Andrea Pozzo, Rules and Examples of Perspective proper for painters and architects, etc., translated
by John James with engravings by John Sturt, London, 1707, preface.
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construction at Greenwich. After describing Christopher Wren’s designs for the
hospital, Campbell added:

I can’t neglect mentioning that excellent Cieling in the great Hall, by Mr.

Thornhill, to his eternal Honour, and his Country: Here Foreigners may view
with Amaze, our Countrymen with Pleasure, and all with Admiration, the
Beauty, the Force, the Majesty of a British Pencil! Rich in Invention, correct

in Design, noble in Disposition, in Execution admirable.’

In June of the same year, the Weekly Packet reported that the commission to decorate
the inner dome of St Paul’s Cathedral had been handed to the same artist, James
Thomhill, and praised the ‘exquisite Skill of this our celebrated Country-man, whose
Memory must live as long as Hampton-Court [where the painter had also worked
during the previous three years] or Greenwich-Hospital are in Being’." One year into
his work at St Paul’s, Thornhill also began decorating the hall ceiling of Blenheim
Palace — the third monument that Sturt, a few years earlier, had identified as heralding
a national renaissance in the Arts. The opinions of John Sturt and Colen Campbell,
and the artistic events that separate them, introduce the three principal concemns of
this thesis: the close relationship between architecture and its painted decoration; the
importance of both in the negotiation of a national cultural identity during the early

decades of the eighteenth century; and, most importantly, the prominent role played
by James Thomhill in that process.

The enthusiasm, even surprise, with which Campbell commended Thornhill’s
‘British Pencil!’ is revealing. In a field otherwise dominated by foreign-born and
foreign-trained painters, Thomhill’s nationality was a defining feature of his artistic
identity. During his career, he established and nurtured a reputation as the only native
painter capable of competing alongside the most prominent overseas artists for the
most prestigious commissions. That career began 1n 1689, when Thornhill was bound
as an apprentice to the Painter-Stainers’ Company, an entrance not usually associated

with the kind of artistic success that he later achieved. His earliest steps into the field
of decorative history painting depended on a few individual patrons who, whether out

3 Colen Campbell, Vitruvius Britannicus, vol. 1, London, 1715, p. 6.
* Weekly Packet, no. 155, 18-25 June 1715.
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of choice or necessity, were prepared to employ the services of a relatively
inexperienced English painter over the more glamorous and expensive names from
Italy and France. Notable among these early patrons was Thomas Foley who, in 1705,
commissioned Thomhill (then in his thirtieth year) to decorate the staircase and hall

of Stoke Edith in Herefordshire.” This was followed, two years later, by a staircase
and saloon for the first Duke of Devonshire at Chatsworth, Derbyshire — a
commission that marked the beginning of a twenty-year period in which the painter
was in constant demand and typically worked on three or more schemes in different
parts of the country at any one time. In the course of his career, Thornhill was
employed by some of the most powerful figures in the country. In addition to the
Dukes of Marlborough and Devonshire, his aristocratic patrons included the Dukes of
Chandos and Leeds, at Canons and Kiveton House respectively, and the Earls of
Nottingham, Oxford and Plymouth, at Eastwell Park, Wimpole Hall and Hewell
Grange. Of equal importance was the artist’s work for an increasingly wealthy and
assertive gentry at several of the smaller country houses built during the first decades
of the eighteenth century. He also decorated several other public and private buildings
across London, as well as the chapels at All Souls’ College and Queen’s College,
Oxford, and a handful of smaller parish churches.®

Decorative history painting on such a scale was a lucrative business: each
staircase, saloon or chapel typically earned Thomhill in excess of £1,000, enabling

him to acquire a considerable fortune in a relatively short time.” This level of

* At Stoke Edith Thornhill worked alongside the house painter Isaac Bayly. A letter from Bayly to
Foley in 1705 reveals the co-operation between the two painters and indicates that Thornhill was
already a painter of some seniority. For example, on the matter of which colours he should use for the
wainscot, Bayly remarked: I think it will be best to advise with Mr Thombhill in that point for I may
not only putt you to more charge but doe damage to Mr Thornhills worke for to paint very beautifull
coullers will take the eye of from his painting which is principall.’ The letter, now in the Foley archive

at the Herefordshire Record Office, is quoted in full by Edward Croft-Murray in Decorative Painting in
England, vol. 1, p. 216.

® Many of these smaller schemes have now disappeared. A list of those destroyed (mostly during the
nineteenth century) would include the painted ceilings and staircases at Hewell Grange in
Warwickshire, Addiscombe House in Surrey, Eastwell Park in Kent, Headley Park in Hampshire,
Stoke Edith in Herefordshire, Eastbury Park in Dorset and Wotton House in Buckinghamshire. Among
the most notable survivals are Hanbury Hall in Worcestershire, and Charborough Park and Sherbome

House in Dorset. See Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England 1537-1837, vol. 1, pp.
165-74.

" Details of Thornhill’s payment survive in relatively few cases. At Wotton House, where he worked
between 1713 and 1716, one visitor noted that he was ‘engaged at a salary 1000£ per annum and his
board’. A single fee for work done was a more usual method of payment. For example, he was paid
£985 for the hall ceiling at Blenheim (1717), £1350 for painting the chapel at Wimpole (1724) and
£1,500 for a staircase and hall at Luxborough House (c. 1723). See Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative
Painting in England 1537-1837, vol. 1, pp. 165-74. Ronald Paulson has estimated that Thomhill earned
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professional success soon led to a degree of recognition never before achieved by a
British artist. In 1718, he was appointed History Painter to George I and, in 1720, he
became the first native painter to receive a knighthood. His social elevation was
confirmed when he acquired and rebuilt Thornhill Park near Stalbridge, an old family

seat that had been sold by the artist’s cousin some years before, and which became the
basis for the artist’s subsequent election to parliament in 1722. Finally, in 1723, he
was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society. These official acknowledgements of
Thomhill’s artistic achievements are inscribed and combined with the sartorial signs
of gentlemanly distinction in John Faber’s 1732 mezzotint (fig. 1), after a portrait of
the artist by Joseph Highmore. It represents Thornhill at the end of his career, aged

56, and confirms his status as the most prominent native painter of his generation.

Thornhill and Modern Scholarship

The accident of Thornhill’s birth, as the son of the eighth son of an ancient
Dorsetshire family, no doubt facilitated his later social standing.® But it was the
significance of his work as a painter, amply acknowledged by his contemporaries, that
enabled his dramatic rise to celebrity and fortune. The extent and novelty of
Thornhill’s individual success are well known. Less familiar are the artistic reasons
that lay behind the string of accolades the painter received in his fifties. Despite the

artist’s evident importance during his own lifetime, the art historian Ellis Waterhouse

had cause to remark in 1953 that Thornhill remained ‘the least studied in detail of the
eminent names in British painting’, and half a century later he continues to be a

relatively neglected figure in the history of British art.” One explanation for this lies
with the modern discipline of art history, which has generally regarded the kind of

site-specific decorative painting for which Thomhill was best known as less worthy of

serious consideration than other, more portable forms of pictorial art, which for a

around £30,000 during the 1710s alone (see his Hogarth, vol. 1, the ‘Modern Moral Subject’ 1697-
1732, New Brunswick and London, 1991, esp. pp. 96-100),

* See John Hutchins, The History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset, London, 1774, esp. vol. 2, p.
451. The earlier part of the Thomhull [sic] lineage (from the thirteenth century) was confirmed by the

Heralds’ Visitation of the County of Dorset in 1623, published by the Harleian Society, vol. 20,
London, 1885,

pp. 91-92.
? Ellis Waterhouse, Painting in Britain 1530-1790, Harmondsworth, 1969 (third edition), p. 133.
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variety of reasons — not least their repeated exposure in sale rooms and exhibition

halls — are far better understood today than they were half a century ago.

The modern historiography of Thornhill’s work begins after the Second World
War with the research of William Osmun, whose thesis on the artist draws together an

impressive range of documentary material relating to the chronology and immediate
circumstances of Thornhill’s various commissions.'” Though never published in its
own right, Osmun’s study provided the basis for the relevant chapter of Edward
Croft-Murray’s two-volume Decorative Painting in England 1537-1837, the first part
of which, Early Tudor to Sir James Thornhill, appeared in 1960. As its title suggests,
Croft-Murray’s study reaches far beyond the work of a single artist, although 1t 1s
strongest when dealing with the half-century or so that followed the Restoration. It
provides a useful catalogue raisonné of Thomhill’s decorative painting, cross-
referenced with the work of his contemporaries, many of whom are virtually unknown
outside of its pages. Researched and written while its author was Keeper of Prints and
Drawings at the British Museum, it also demonstrates a formidable knowledge of
several hundred extant drawings by the artist. For Croft-Murray, Thornhill
represented something of a flawed genius. He was a painter whose ‘particular
harmony and sweetness of palette’ set him above his contemporaries, but whose
‘sofiness of outline’ could often descend into an unattractive ‘woolliness’; an artist
whose potential was tempered as much by the ‘ignorance of his public’ as by his own
‘facile talent’.'' Decorative Painting in England may today seem rather restrictive in
its aims, which are connoisseurial and biographical in nature, and it 1s not without
errors of fact. Yet it remains the first point of reference for any serious study of
decorative history painting in early modern England.

Osmun’s pioneering research also informed a number of more general surveys
that situate Thornhill within a broader history of British art. The first of these was
Ellis Waterhouse’s Painting in Britain 1530 to 1790, first published in 1953, which
places Thombhill’s career within the ‘Age of Kneller’ — a construction that emphasises
the peculiarly British affair with portraiture during the first part of the eighteenth
century, and as such, obscures the importance of decorative history painting in this

period. Waterhouse begins a brief discussion of decorative painting with the ominous

' William R. Osmun, ‘A Study of the Works of Sir James Thornhill’, PhD thesis, University of
London, 1950.

'! Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England 1537-1837, vol. 1, p. 78.
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suggestion that ‘all the great movements in European painting during the seventeenth
century passed Britain by’. He thus places Thornhill at the end of an already diluted
continental tradition, describing him as an artist whose “natural bent towards closely
observed genre’ and ‘native instinct towards realtsm’ set him apart from his foreign

contemporaries.'* Margaret Whinney and Oliver Millar, whose English Art 1625-
1714 appeared in 1955, devote a longer chapter to decorative painting, in which they
offer a more detailed assessment of Thornhill’s achievements. His work, they suggest,
oscillates between an ‘academic, classicizing baroque’ and something ‘more rococo

and painterly’." Like Waterhouse before them, Whinney and Millar divorce

Thomhill’s work from the circumstances in which it was orginally seen and
understood. Concerned above all with the ‘great movements’ and chief personalities
of British art, they assess Thornhill’s achievements according to rather vague (and
wholly modern) notions of style and quality. For these authors, the history of baroque
decorative painting in England culminated with Thorhill’s painting, but 1t was, they
also imply, a rather disappointing climax.

In 1976, Judith Hook proposed a more sophisticated analysis of late
seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century visual culture in The Baroque Age in
England. 1t 1s an ambitious study (encompassing the fields of painting, sculpture,
architecture, literature and music), which the author describes as “an attempt to relate
one particular art style to the age and society which sustained it’.'* In the process,
Hook goes some way in placing Thornhill, among many other makers, within the
political and religious context of the time. However, like its predecessors, The
Baroque Age in England often struggles to accommodate its wide and varied subject
matter within the conceptual framework of ‘the baroque’ — a term that is used to refer
simultaneously to a style, a period and a *sensibility’, but which can at best be defined
only loosely."> As Hook’s study demonstrates, the notion of the baroque is not wholly
redundant when discussing the ostentatious, theatrical, court-facing visual culture of
the seventeenth century. However, such broad classifications and the spirit of a
culture’ that they imply allow only a limited view of individual works of art. To

borrow what the art historian Matthew Craske wrote about another, equally

2 Ellis Waterhouse, Painting in Britain 1530-1790, esp. pp. 125 and 131-33,

** Margaret Whinney and Oliver Millar, English Art, 1625-1714, Oxford, 1957, esp. pp. 310-16.
** Judith Hook, The Baroque Age in England, London, 1976, p. 7.

** See, for example, Judith Hook, The Baroque Age in England, pp. 9-14.
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anachronistic label of style, the rococo: “To describe an art work as [baroque] is to say

very little that one means and very much that one does not.’'®

Thornhill finally escaped the historiographical confines of ‘the baroque’ in
1987, in the Tate Gallery’s influential exhibition and catalogue Manners & Morals:
Hogarth and British painting 1700-1760. The show included a number of portable
works by Thornhill, Louis Laguerre and Sebastiano Ricci, mostly oil sketches for site-
specific schemes, which were displayed alongside portraits, conversations, modemn
moral subjects and landscapes by other eighteenth-century artists. The exhibition cast
Thornhill at the beginning of a new tradition in British art — one concerned primarily
with the ‘polite’ and increasingly commercial visual culture of the first half of the
eighteenth century. It is an important assessment of Thornhill’s work, but one that still
places the artist and his work at the margins of British art history.

Symptomatic of Thornhill’s marginalisation is the fact that the most thorough
discussion of his art since Croft-Murray’s Decorative Painting in England has
appeared not in a study of the artist himself, nor of decorative history painting, but in
the volumes of Ronald Paulson’s work on William Hogarth. Paulson offers a detailed
discussion of those decorative schemes he regards as most important to Hogarth’s
artistic development — invariably as a prelude to some aspect of the younger artist’s
life or work."” In doing so, he frequently extends the earlier researches of Osmun and
Croft-Murray. However, with his attention focused elsewhere, Paulson inevitably
reinforces what has become the most enduring and, on its own, most distorting
characterisation of Thornhill - as the “father-in-law’, an indirect relation not only of
Hogarth, but also of British art more generally.

One of the most significant studies of eighteenth-century British painting to
appear in the past twenty years is David Solkin’s Painting for Money. Here, Thornhill
makes a brief appearance not as a decorative painter, but as the author of the small
group portrait Andrew Quicke in Conversation with the 1st Earl of Godolphin, Joseph
Addison, Sir Richard Steele and the Artist (c. 1711-12; fig. 2). Portraiture represented
a small but significant aspect of Thornhill’s career, and in Painting for Money the

artist is given a role, alongside Kneller, in the formulation of a “polite’ form of

' Judith Hook, The Baroque Age in England, p. 10; Matthew Craske, Art in Europe 1700-1830,
Oxford, 1997, p. 8.

" See Ronald Paulson, Hogarth, vol. 1, the ‘Modern Moral Subject’ 1697-1732 and Hogarth, vol. 2,
High Art and Low 1732-1750, both New Brunswick and London, 1991.
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representation that was subsequently extended and refined by a group of painters led
by Hogarth. As Solkin points out, Thomnhill’s inclusion of himself in the Quicke
portrait (second from the right), alongside Addison and Steele, is significant and finds
the artist ‘engaged in the collective rituals of public life’ and immersed in the ‘polite

ideals’ of an eighteenth-century urban elite.'® However, Painting for Money presents a
narrative of eighteenth-century British art in which there is little or no place for
Thornhill’s more prolific decorative work. Such grand visual statements as the
painted hall at Greenwich (which was under way when the Quicke portrait was made),
or the painted dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, relate less clearly to the emerging
‘bourgeois public sphere’ that forms a central theme of Solkin’s book. Here, too,
Thomhill’s painting remains in the margins.

In the past half-century, then, Thomhill’s artistic identity has alternately been
aligned with two very different art-historical epochs, while remaining a partial
stranger to both. On the one hand, he occupies the closing stages of a continental

tradition that had been imported in ‘watered form’ during the 1660s, and which was

already running out of steam by the end of the century.'” This perspective is best
summarised in the words of Edward Croft-Murray:

Thornhill closes an epoch. The style of scenographic wall-decoration which he
practised had been founded in England before he was bomn; its formulas were

completely established by the time he started painting; and throughout his
career he continued to work according to them.”

On the other hand, we find Thornhill defined as the progenitor of an eighteenth-
century tradition — one dominated, at least in its earlier phase, by Godfrey Kneller and
the portrait, and which culminated half a century later with the foundation of the
Royal Academy. Within this schema, Thornhill is typically presented as ‘a model that

any ambitious British painter could follow” and, more specifically, a ‘spur’ to the later
success of William Hogarth.?!

** David H. Solkin, Painting for Money: the visual arts and the public sphere in eighteenth~century
England, New Haven and London, 1992, esp. pp. 40-47.

Y Ellis Waterhouse, Painting in Britain 1530-1790, p. 125.
? Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England 1537-1837, vol. 1, p. 78.

’1 Elizabeth Einberg, Manners & Morals: Hogarth and British Painting 1700-17 60, exh. cat., Tate
Gallery, London, 1987, pp. 13-14.
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In the past two decades, a handful of shorter essays have focused on individual
projects by Thomhill. Notable among these are Brian Allen’s 1985 essay on
Thomhill’s work for Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of Oxford, at Wimpole, where the artist
worked closely with the architect James Gibbs, and alongside the painters Michael
Dahl and John Wooton. More recently, Carol Gibson-Woods’s investigation of the
political background to Thomnhill’s work at St Paul’s Cathedral (1993) and Arline
Meyer’s 1996 exhibition and catalogue on his various copies of Raphael’s tapestry
cartoons have taken a fresh look at the circumstances surrounding particular aspects
of the artist’s work, as have a number of shorter articles by Jeremy Barker, much of
whose extensive research on Thomhill’s life and career awaits publication. The study
of decorative history painting has also benefited from the recent doctoral research of
Andrea MacKean, whose thesis, an investigation of grand-scale decorative painting
and its role in the social formation of its viewers across two centuries, includes a

detailed and informative investigation of Thomhill’s work at Greenwich.?

My own research has coincided with a renewal of interest in Thornhill’s
surviving work. In the past five years, several of the painter’s major schemes have
been cleaned and restored, including his work at Chatsworth in Derbyshire and at
Hanbury Hall in Worcestershire. The painted hall of the Royal Naval Hospital at
Greenwich has benefited from the refurbishment of the nearby National Maritime
Museum, and by the designation of the hospital and surrounding area as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site. Thornhill’s work in the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral 1s the
subject of a major cleaning and conservation programme, and the artist’s full-size
copies of Raphael’s cartoons are soon to emerge into the public eye after decades in
the basement of the Royal Academy.” The latest scheme to take advantage of a wider
public enthusiasm for heritage projects is that at Sherborne House, one of only a
handful of Thombhill’s smaller staircase paintings to survive. It recently became a
runner-up in the BBC’s Restoration programme, in which viewers were invited to

vote for the dilapidated building they would most like to see ‘saved’.

2 Andrea MacKean, ‘The Shaping of Identity in Public Places: an examination of subjective

identification in British decorated interiors, 1630-1800°, PhD thesis, University of Manchester, 1999,
esp. pp. 178-238.

© The conservation specialists involved in these recent and ongoing projects to restore Thornhill’s
work have produced a considerable body of mostly technical (and largely unpublished) research,
providing a valuable source of additional information for the art historian.
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In the wake of all these forms of restoration, my intention is not so much to
restore Thornhill’s reputation as British art’s ‘celebrated Country-man’, but to
understand why contemporaries held his work in such high esteem. Focusing on four
very different examples of the artist’s work, this thesis seeks to explain how and why
the subjects and methods of decorative history painting adopted by Thornhill were
meaningful for the artist’s original audiences. To answer these questions, Thornhill’s
decorative schemes need to be considered within the social and political climate of the
later seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and as an integral part of the
architectural spaces in which they were seen — not on the edge, but at the centre of 2
society in flux. Such a project also requires some account of the specific properties

and limitations of a form of painting that has traditionally been afforded a lesser status

in the history of art than other, more conventional kinds of painting.f24

‘Those wilder sorts of Painting’

The use of decorative history painting in some of the nation’s most important public

buildings suggests that it was a form of art that eighteenth-century patrons and
viewers regarded far more seriously than is often recognised. However, the tendency
to overlook decorative history painting as mere decoration also has its roots in the

eighteenth century. In the opening paragraphs of 4 Notion of the historical draught or
tablature of the Judgment of Hercules, first published in English in 1713, Anthony

Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, approached a definition of ‘historical

Tablature’, his preferred name for history painting, by indicating those types of visual
art that he did not regard as worthy of the name:

By the word Tablature (for which we have yet no name in English, besides the
general one of Picture) we denote, according to the original word Tabula, a

Work not only distinct from a mere Portraiture, but from all those wilder sorts

** Three studies of decorative history painting, though not relating to schemes in Britain, have provided
useful examples for my own study in their approach to the specific pictorial demands of painted
ceilings in particular. They are Malcolm Campbell’s Pietro da Cortona at the Pitti Palace: a study of
the planetary rooms and related projects (Princeton, NJ, 1976), John Beldon Scott’s Images of
Nepotism: the painted ceilings of Palazzo Barberini (Princeton, 1991), and Svetlana Alpers and
Michael Baxandall’s study of Giambattista Tiepolo, Tiepolo and the pictorial intelligence (New Haven
and London, 1994). The emphasis of these authors on the process of looking, something that is too
often sidelined in the history of art, informs an important strand of this thesis.
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of Painting which are in a manner absolute, and independent; such as the
Paintings in Fresco upon the Walls, the Cielings, the Stair-cases, the Cupolo’s,

and other remarkable Places either of Churches or Palaces.”’

Though few decorative schemes in England were painted in true fresco—oil on a
carefully primed plaster being much better suited to the damp climate — the term

continued to be used, as Shaftesbury uses it here, to describe all figurative decoration
applied directly to the wall or ceiling of a building.*®

There are many important differences between conventional easel painting and
decorative painting. The scale of many decorative schemes, for one, meant that their
application demanded equipment and techniques more often associated with the

building trade than with the fine arts. Decorative painting, moreover, was typically
designed to be seen from below, often by a mobile spectator passing from one part of
a building to another. And it is this, more than the size or irregular support, that seems

to have most offended Shaftesbury. For ‘it is not merely the Shape or Dimension of a

Cloth, or Board, which denominates the Piece, or Tablature’, he continued:

But ’tis then that in Painting we may give to any particular Work the name of
Tablature, when the Work is in reality “a Single Piece, comprehended in one
View, and form’d according to one single Intelligence, Meaning, or Design;
which constitutes a real Whole, by a mutual and necessary Relation of its

Parts, the same as of the Members in a natural Body.”’

The visual plurality of decorative history painting — its openness to more than one

view and its interaction with the surrounding visual environment — is one of i1ts most

distinctive features.

23 Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, ‘A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature
of the Judgment of Hercules’, in Characteristicks of men, manners, opinions, times, 1714 (second

edition), vol. 3, pp. 347-48. Shaftesbury’s Notion was first published anonymously in French in 1712
and translated into English in 1713.

% One significant exception was Verrio’s work at Windsor, which was painted in fresco secco, where

the pigment was applied directly to the dry but unprimed plaster. The state to which the paintings had

deteriorated by the nineteenth century was a major factor in the decision to pull them down during the
1820s.

%" Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, ‘A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature
of the Judgment of Hercules’, p. 348.
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Recent histories of British art and art theory that privilege the importance of
Shaftesbury’s Notion implicitly draw attention to the conspicuous absence of history

painting during the opening decades of the eighteenth century.®® Certainly, there was

little demand for easel paintings of historical subjects, and few artists, if any,

attempted to meet the exacting standards of ‘tablature’ set out by Shaftesbury.
However, there is good reason to include, within an extended definition of history
painting, the kinds of decoration purposely excluded by the third Earl. Such a
definition would take in, for example, Louis Laguerre’s depiction of the Judgment of
Hercules on the staircase at Fetcham Park in Surrey (fig. 3), a painting that seems to
demonstrate a detailed awareness of the Notion and other established definitions of
history painting in the attitudes of its various figures, even if its situation, halfway up
a flight of stairs, introduces a very un-Shaftesburian element of play to the ‘arduous
and rocky’ climb advocated by the figure of Virtue.”” An extended definition of
history painting would also take account of much of Thombhill’s work, including the
eight scenes of religious history he produced in the dome, or cupola, of St Paul’s
Cathedral, which in their rejection of all things ‘emblematical or enigmatick’ are also

broadly in agreement with Shaftesbury’s ideas on the correct treatment of ‘moral’
subjects.™

In the minds of many patrons and viewers, moreover, the differences between
history painting and decorative history painting were less absolute than is allowed
etther by Shaftesbury or by the modem histories that take his ideas as read. Thornhill
was routinely described as a history painter, and his appointment as History Painter to

the King in 1718, though a largely symbolic office, at least acknowledged the arrival
of an English painter deemed worthy of the title.’! It is one suggestion of this thesis
that painting of the ‘wilder sort’ made a vital contribution to the intellectual as well as

the visual culture of early eighteenth-century Britain.
One text worthy of special note here is John Elsum’s The Art of Painting After

the Italian Manner With Practical Observations on the Principal Colours. And

* The best discussion of Shaftesbury’s Notion can be found in John Barrell’s influential The Political
Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt, New Haven and London, 1986, esp. pp. 1-33.

# Shaftesbury, ‘A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature of the Judgment of Hercules’, p. 365.
Fetcham Park belonged to the MP and South Sea Company director, Arthur Moore.

* Shaftesbury, ‘A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature of the J udgment of Hercules’, pp. 381-
82. The “simplicity’ of Thomnhill’s painting at St Paul’s will be discussed in chapter two.

*! The position of History Painter in Ordinary had been vacant since the death of its previous
incumbent, Antonio Verrio, in 1707,
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Directions how to know a Good Picture, first published in 1703. Elsum’s treatise
combined a simple theory of painting and discrete advice on judging a ‘Good Picture’
for the would-be connoisseur with practical advice for working painters, including a

lengthy discussion of ‘dry painting’ (using colour mixed with size rather than oil),

which the author described as “a sort of Painting fit only for works of great
expedition, as Scenes, Prospects, Triumphal Arches &c’.>* Several sections are
addressed specifically to decorative painters. Chapter 23, for example, advises *how
the painter ought to take due account of the place or form of the room’, with the
recommendation that ‘in all Arched Roofs that he begin the Capital Figures of History
in the middle part of the vault, and plant them against the Principal entrance of the
Place’.” In many respects, Elsum’s The Art of Painting, ot an earlier treatise such as
Alexander Browne’s Ars Pictoria (1675), which combined rudimentary commentaries
on the likes of Raphael and ‘Leonard Vincent’ with practical instructions for mixing
colours, is more typical of the literature that was available to English painters during
the early 1700s than the exclusive musings of Shaf’tesl:auryq..34

Another important publication, one aimed primarily at decorative painters,
was the aforementioned translation of Pozzo’s Rules and Examples of Perspective,
which promised its readers ‘a most easie and expeditious Method to Delineate in
Perspective All Designs relating to Architecture’. Sturt’s engravings (see, for
example, figs 4-6) and James’s translation provided a step-by-step demonstration
from the first principles of drawing in perspective to the representation of complex
architectural configurations. There is a later section on painting perspective scenery
for the stage, followed by fifteen plates that deal specifically with the pictorial
demands of ceiling painting, or ‘Horizontal Perspective’.”

The specific practical and artistic qualities of grand-scale decorative painting,
addressed by the likes of Elsum and Pozzo, highlight one of the most significant

32 John Elsum, The Art of Painting After the Italian Manner With Practical Observations on the
Principal Colours. And Directions how to know a Good Picture, London, 1703, p. 35.

3 John Elsum, The Art of Painting After the Italian Manner, pp. 80-81.

* Leonard Vincent was the Anglicised name for Leonardo da Vinci used by Alexander Browne in his
Ars Pictoria: or an Academy Treating of Drawing, Painting, Limning, Etching, London 1675. Henry
and Margaret Ogden’s bibliography of seventeenth-century literature on painting, compiled for the Art
Bulletin in 1947 (vol. 29, no. 3, pp. 196-201) remains a useful resource on the subject. See also Luigi

Salerno, ‘Seventeenth-Century English Literature on Painting’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld

Institutes, vol. 14, no. 3/4 (1951), pp. 234-58. However, the range and readership of the early-modemn
English literature on painting awaits further study.

** See Andrea Pozzo, Rules and Examples of Perspective, esp. figs 72-92.

24



differences between decorative history painting and ‘tablature’, or history painting
proper: the close relationship between the decoration and both the painted architecture
that usually framed the figurative content of a scheme and the actual architecture that
provided its support. Any study of a form of art that functioned as both decoration and
history painting has as much to learn from the history of architecture as from the
history of painting. In the past, however, the study of decorative history painting in
Britain has fallen between these traditionally separate art-historical disciplines. It has
been easily overlooked by historians of painting and rarely afforded more than a
passing mention in architectural histories, which typically end when the last stone of a
building is put in place. The resulting historiographic anomaly has contributed to an

almost involuntary blindness towards decorative painting and to the dualised status

that makes it such a rewarding area to explore in more detail.

1689

One event of particular importance for any cultural history of early-modemn England,
and one that cuts through the middle of the period usually embraced by the ‘English
baroque’, was the Glorious Revolution of 1688, in which the Catholic king, James II,
was dethroned by a Dutch invader acting in collusion with an alliance of English
noblemen determined to preserve what they regarded as their ancient feudal
prerogatives.’ For a generation, Britain’s ruling elite was preoccupied by the
Interpretation and consequences of a revolution that circumvented the hereditary
passage of the monarchy and which sparked a quarter of a century of near-continuous
war against France. The legitimacy, or not, of the principles that had brought William
and Mary to the throne divided England’s landed magnates and the established
Church, while the initial success of the coup handed the initiative to those Whig or
whiggish noblemen who had benefited most from the removal of James II (and who

stood to lose the most if he were to return). The 1690s and early 1700s also witnessed

the reinvigoration of the City of London as an independent political force, and a

* The historiography of the Glorious Revolution and the political turbulence of the later seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries is immense. Among those works I have found most useful are Tim
Harnis’ Politics Under the Later Stuarts: Party Conflict in a Divided Society 1660-1715, Harlow, 1993;
J.P. Kenyon's Revolution Principles: The Politics of Party 1689-1720, Cambridge, 1977, and Craig
Rose’s England in the 1690s: Revolution, Religion and War, Oxford, 1999. The long-term
consequences of the Glorious Revolution in the formation of a modern national identity are discussed
by Linda Colley in her Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837, New Haven and London, 1992.
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dramatic rise in the wealth and influence of a mercantile urban elite, buoyed by the
political opportunities offered by the Revolution settlement and enriched by the
money-making opportunites of war.

The repositioning of England’s political elite after 1688 prompted an equally

significant, and no less conservative, cultural realignment that sought to reconcile the
established apparatus of power with the extraordinary political upheavals of the
Revolution — to accommodate unprecedented change while maintaining the illusion of
continuity. The cultural consequences of the Revolution were felt in all areas of
production, but were perhaps most visible in the fields of architecture and decorative
painting: in the spaces of worship, of civic government and of military and feudal
display that had previously lent their institutional authority to the monarchical
ambitions of the Restoration court. The ideological and often physical reconstruction
of such spaces after 1688 — from cathedral to parish church, and from country palace
to town house -~ provided the location for much of Thornhill’s work.

Thomhill was not the only artist employed in the cultural assimilation of the
events and consequences of 1688. The strategic decision of William and Mary to
remove the English court en masse from Windsor — the cultural heart of the
Restoration court — to the Tudor palace at Hampton Court gave the elderly Italian
painter Antonio Verrio the opportunity to redirect the skills he had honed at the
former palace of Charles II to the service of the new regime, with remarkable results
on the King’s Staircase.”” At Chatsworth, Louis Laguerre worked equally hard to
reconcile a mode of painting previously associated with the Restoration monarchy
with the very different political demands of the Duke of Devonshire. Elsewhere, the
visiting Venetian painter Antonio Pellegrini made a significant contribution to the
decoration of elite interiors — most notably at Kimbolton Castle in Huntingdonshire

and Castle Howard in Yorkshire — as did Sebastiano Ricci in the chapel of Chelsea
Hospital and at Burlington House, both in London.”®

*" See Edgar Wind's iconographical analysis of Verrio’s work for William III in *Julian the Apostate at
Hampton Court’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 3 (1939-40), pp. 127-37. While
I find some of Wind’s conclusions less than convincing, this essay still provides one of the most
engaging discussions of decorative history painting in England.

38 See Edward Croft-Murray, Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England 1537-1837, vol.

2, esp. pp. 13-24. For a useful discussion of Pellegrini’s work for the 3rd Earl of Carlisle at Castle

Howard, see Charles Saumarez Smith, The Building of Castle Howard, London, 1997 (second edition),
esp. pp. 95-107.
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However, no other artist’s career was more closely associated with the
redecoration of the halls of power after 1688 than that of James Thornhill. His career

began in 1689, the year of William and Mary’s coronation, and his subsequent good
fortune as a painter was both a consequence of, and a factor in, the long-term success

of the Glorious Revolution and the Protestant succession that it inaugurated. This |

thesis therefore begins with the premise that Thornhill’s work needs to be understood

alongside the changing patterns of patronage, and the new demands that were made of
visual art, in the wake of William’s arrival in England on 5 November 1688.

Documents

This study draws on a wide range of documentary evidence. Among the most
significant is a sketchbook by Thornhill, now in the collection of the British Museum,
which he began in 1699, using it regularly (although in no particular order)

throughout his career. A great deal can be gleaned from its pages about how the artist
approached the complex art of decorative history painting, from his initial

impressions of a prospective site to detailed designs for specific schemes. The
sketchbook also includes several drawings after the work of other painters, as well as
a series of topographical scenes, ideas for mythological and historical easel paintings
and notes referring to other unexecuted or lost decorative projects. More than just a
sketchbook, this important volume also served as a scrapbook for the artist, a sample
book for potential patrons and a kind of liber veritatis, recording a number of his
completed projects — all of which makes it a highly valuable resource for any

investigation of Thornhill’s work. In addition to the sketchbook, several hundred

equally suggestive drawings by the artist survive in collections on both sides of the
Atlantic.

George Vertue’s notebooks, compiled between 1712 and 1756 for a planned

history of English art, provide another rich, if rather chaotic, source of information.

Their author’s candid observations locate Thornhill at the centre of the vibrant and
competitive art world of early eighteenth-century London.” Vertue’s notes on the

capital’s early artists’ clubs and academies, in which Thornhill played such a

3 Vertue’s notebooks were published in their original state by the Walpole Society, vols 18, 20, 22, 24,
26, 29, Oxford, 1930-47. Vertue’s notebooks also provided the basis for Horace Walpole’s discussion
of the artist in his Anecdotes of Painting, 4 vols, Strawberry Hill, 1762-71, vol. 4, pp. 20-23.
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prominent role, have been painstakingly compiled and elucidated by Ilaria Bignamini
for the Walpole Society. These form a particularly interesting strand of the notebooks,

mapping the intricate social and professional networks within which an ambitious

professional artist such as Thornhill could operate and achieve recognition.*’

Thornhill made two journeys abroad, to the Low Countries in 1711 and to
France six years later, and on each occasion compiled a detailed travel journal, both
of which are now in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum. These capture
the artist in an ebullient, inquisitive mood — as likely to record a bawdy drinking song
or the local price of wine as recount the many paintings, tapestries, sculptures and
buildings that he and his fellow travellers encountered abroad. A facsimile of the
earlier journal was published in 1975, with a useful introduction and commentary by
Katharine Fremantle.

Two printed catalogues, produced for the posthumous sale of Thornhill’s art
collection in February 1735, provide a valuable insight into the range and quantity of
images he acquired.*' The first catalogue, published by the Burlington Magazine in
1943, lists more than 300 paintings, including a considerable number of Thornhill’s
own oil sketches, models and finished paintings, which were sold alongside numerous
works by his contemporaries (including around twenty by Laguerre). Thornhill’s
collection of old masters included Poussin’s Tancred and Erminia (which he had
acquired in Paris in 1717, now in the collection of the Barber Institute of Fine Arts,
Birmingham) and Rubens’s The Graces Unveiling Nature, as well as several paintings
by, or optimistically attributed to, the likes of Annibale Carracci, Caravaggio and
Guido Reni, and a “Young Hercules in Marble, by Bernini’. The first sale catalogue

also included copies by Thornhill of works by Rembrandt, Van Dyck and, above all,
Raphael.*

¥ Vertue’s notes on London’s artists clubs, together with his previously unpublished notes on the
Virtuosi of St Luke and a most informative essay by Ilaria Bignamini, appear in Bignamini’s ‘George
Vertue, Art Historian and Art Institutions in London 1689-1768°, Walpole Society, vol. 54 (1988).

Y1 A Catalogue of the Intire Collection Belonging to Sir James Thornhill, sale cat., London, 24 & 25
February 1734/5; and Catalogue of Sir James Thornhill’s Collection of Prints, Drawings, Models
Plasters &c., sale cat., London, 26-28 February 1734/5. The nature of early sale catalogues make it
impossible to identify the majority of lots, beyond the brief descriptions given, often as simple as ‘Two

Flower-Pieces’ or ‘A Sun-set. Italian’. However, it seems as though Thornhill kept oil sketches relating
to all of his decorative schemes and avidly collected the work of others.

‘2 The first sale included three different sized copies after Raphael’s tapestry cartoons, including one
full-size set as the final lot.
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Thomhill’s particular interest in Raphael is no less evident in his collection of
prints and drawings which, together with the artist’s plaster models, comprised the
second sale. Among the lots were several sets of engravings after Raphael’s tapestry
cartoons, including an off-print of Dorigny’s series (made from a wet impression, thus
reversing the designs back to their original aspect) and several hundred drawings of
the same, many of which are cross-referenced, indicating where Dorigny or another
engraver has departed from the originals. Together, the sale catalogues suggest that
Thomhill made a close study of the work of other artists — both contemporary and old
master — and that he set his sights on the most celebrated of them all.

The first detailed biographical sketch of Thornhill’s life appeared in the
second volume of Antoine Dézallier d’ Argenville’s Abregé de la vie des plus fameux
peintres in 1745, complete with a brief description of the artist’s painting in the Royal
Naval Hospital at Greenwich. Although Dézallier criticised the painting in the upper
hall at Greenwich for its ‘incorrectness’, he nonetheless conceded that the designs
displayed ‘a true genius in their author, and a great judgment and knowledge in
treating the allegory’.*’ Nine years later, Dézallier’s account was revised and
translated by James Burgess for the third English edition of Roger de Piles’s The Art
of Painting (1754) which, in addition to de Piles’s Lives and Characters of above 300
of the most eminent painters, included Bainbrigg Buckeridge’s An Essay towards an
English School of Painters (first published in 1706). The prominent inclusion of
Thomhill’s life among such an array of earlier painters confirmed the artist’s place at
the head of a distinct ‘English School’ of painting. Burgess’s translation of Dézallier

subsequently became the principal source of information on Thornhill’s life for nearly

200 years and is included here as appendix A.

Later in the eighteenth century, John Hutchins’s The History and Antiquities
of the County of Dorset (1774) illuminated a different but no less important side to
Thombhill’s life. Although Hutchins has little to say about painted interiors, his
meticulous research of the social topography of Thornhill’s home county of Dorset
places the artist among the squirearchy of south-west England, where familial

connections gave him access to a wealthy and aspiring class of potential employers

* Translated by J[ames] B[urgess] in Roger de Piles, The Art of Painting, and the Lives of the

Painters: containing, a compleat treatise of painting, designing, and the use of prints, London, 1754
(third edition), p. 138.
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whom, like his more urbane London associates, he became adept at handling to the
best advantage.**

These well-documented sources provide the basis of current understanding of

the artist and his work. The many sites of Thornhill’s decorative projects yield further
information in the form of building accounts, occasional letters and other local
material. These documents are more abundant in the cases of the artist’s public
commissions — projects overseen by committee invariably leave more for the historian
to consider. However, such sources rarely reveal more than what was necessary for
the business in hand, typically recording the timing and cost of different projects, and
occasionally identifying other artists and craftsmen associated with the same project.
During the course of my research, I have referred to a variety of other textual
matertals. These sources, which include newspapers, poems, political pamphlets,
sermons and other ephemera from the period, are not often directly concerned either
with James Thornhill or with painting of any kind. However, insofar as they
circulated at the same time and in the same places, and were informed by similar
preoccupations and issues, they are essential to a proper understanding of the artist’s
work. Of equal importance are the visual remnants of the past — from the illuminated
manuscripts of the Painter-Stainers’ Company through the plain plaster walls of
London’s City churches to the plans and architectural details of the buildings
decorated by the painter — which help to recover something of the wider visual
environment into which Thornhill’s work intervened. These materials, far more than
those typically considered by Thornhill’s chroniclers, allow us to recover the range of

meanings that the artist’s work would have had for its earliest viewers.

Structure

The four chapters of this thesis pursue two interconnected narratives: one concerned

with the fashioning of Thornhill’s own artistic identity; the other with the meanings

** See John Hutchins, The History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset, esp. vol. 1, pp. 410-13 and
vol. 2., Pp. 245-_46 and 450-53. Thomhill’s Dorset patrons included Henry Seymour Portman, for whom
he painted a staircase at Sherborne House, General Thomas Erle, who employed Thomhill in 1718 to

paint the staircase at Charborough Park, and George Bubb Doddington, later 1st Lord Melcombe at
Eastbury Park, where he painted the chapel and dining room ceiling. In 1722 Bubb Doddington also

became Thornhill’s political patron, securing his election as MP for Weymouth and Melcombe Regis.
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and impact of the painter’s work within the visual culture of early eighteenth-century
England.

Chapter one considers Thornhill’s career-long relationship with the political
and visual structures of the City of London — from his induction into the painting
trade as a young apprentice to his subsequent return as master of the Painter-Stainers’
Company 1n 1720 — before examining a group of allegorical paintings made by the
artist in the mid-1720s for the newly rebuilt Council Chamber of the Guildhall.
Investigating Thornhill’s earliest professional experiences in the City leads to a
re-evaluation of the role of the Painter-Stainers’ Company during the later
seventeenth century, challenging the established art-historical view of the Company
as an outdated, backward-looking institution of little or no relevance to the history of
art. Re-reading Thornhill’s Council Chamber paintings alongside a prevailing
tradition of corporate heraldic imagery within the City reveals how the artist
introduced a new kind of civic history painting into the Guildhall, at the same time
confirming an important aspect of his own identity as a civic artist.

Chapter two moves across the City to St Paul’s Cathedral, where Thornhill’s
eight scenes from the life of St Paul in the inner dome constitute one of the most
ambitious displays of history painting in British art — and also one of the most
overlooked. Produced at a time of acute political and spiritual instability, in an age
when the display of religious painting in Protestant churches was regarded with
suspicion, Thornhill’s pictorialisation of the apostolic acts of London’s patron saint
sought to reinforce the identity of the Anglican Church. After examining the
theological implications of the artist’s work at St Paul’s, the chapter considers the
importance of the legacy in England of Raphael, whose celebrated tapestry cartoons
provided the principal model for the painted dome, imbuing Thorhill’s scheme with
a powerful political resonance and artistic weight. Finally, it reveals how Thornhill’s
scheme attained new meanings when reproduced as a series of fine engravings and
circulated within the secular realm of the virtuosi print collector (another politicised
space whose emergence was facilitated by the economic and cultural developments of
the 1680s and 90s). The result confirmed the artist’s reputation as a leading exponent

of that most elevated of genres: religious history painting.

A third chapter focuses on Thombhill’s work for the 1st Duke of Devonshire at
Chatsworth in Derbyshire and asks why the artist became the painter of choice among

England’s post-Revolutionary aristocratic elite. At Chatsworth, Thornhill’s painting
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can still be examined alongside the work of his closest rivals, Antonio Verrio and

Louis Laguerre. This chapter begins by looking at some of this earlier work, then
concentrates on Thornhill’s interpretation of the Ovidian tale of the fall of Phaeton

and his depiction of the rape of the Sabine women, painted on the west stairs and 1n
the second-floor saloon respectively. The artist’s revival of these two violent
narratives from classical mythology and early Roman history can be understood as
part of a larger artistic project at Chatsworth that sought to assimilate and historicise

the revolutionary events of England’s immediate past within an existing and

essentially conservative elite visual culture.

Thornhill’s decoration of the Royal Naval Hospital at Greenwich provides the
subject of the final chapter. This chapter begins by considering the troubled early
building history of the hospital, before examining the circumstances that led to the
decoration of the lower hall, the first part of the building to be painted. By looking in
detail at Thornhill’s work in the lower hall, the chapter shows how the artist adapted
the kind of apotheosis ceiling painting previously identified with the palatial interiors

of the Restoration court, in order to suit the very different, public environment of
Greenwich. The final sections consider the decoration of the smaller, but no less
important, upper hall - a separate commission conceived and painted several years

after the lower hall. The pictorial issues involved in joining the two principal spaces
of the painted hall can be understood in relation to the political requirement to

represent the interrupted succession of William and Mary, Anne and George I as
scamlessly as possible. Thornhill’s eventual solution to both of these problems —

decorative and ideological — resulted in a complete scheme that could be read by the

visiting public as a visually unified, politically coherent allegory of the Protestant
succession.

The scope of Thornhill’s career, suggested by these four very different
schemes, found clear expression in the decoration of the artist’s own country house,
Thornhill Park. Almost a century after it was painted, John Hutchins described a
‘beautiful ceiling’ in the drawing room of the house, ‘painted by Sir James Thornhill,
with his head at the centre’.* The painting itself was removed early in the nineteenth
century, but its appearance can be ascertained from a late eighteenth-century aquatint
of an original drawing by Thomhill, engraved by Conrad Metz for his Imitations of

* John Hut'ch_ins, The History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset, second edition, vol. 3, p. 675.
See also William R. Osmun, ‘A Study of the Works of Sir James Thornhill’.
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ancient and modern drawings (fig. 7).*° The print shows Pallas Athene, or Minerva,

here in her more peaceful guise as patron of the arts, with a group of putti surrounding
an unframed portrait of Thornhill — recognisable as the artist, even in Metz’s print, for

having the same corpulent features as in John Faber’s 1732 mezzotint. The self-
aggrandising message of the ceiling is clear, and becomes even more so when we
consider that it was produced by the artist for his own country seat — itself an
ostentatious symbol of the success that painting had brought.

Of equal interest are the four emblematic groups that occupy the corners of the
ceiling. The components of these still-life arrangements and their significance as part
of Thornhill’s carefully fashioned artistic identity can be seen more clearly in a
closely related drawing in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum (fig. 8).
In the upper-left comer (the positions and compositions are reversed in Metz’s print),
a painter’s palette and brushes sit between a beehive and a cornucopiain a
composition described by the artist as ‘Industry rewarded with Plenty’. Other objects
included in this civic-minded still-life are identified by the artist as emblems of
Liberty, Trade, Vigilance and Merchandise. Underneath is a composition descrnibed as
‘Heroick Vertues &c.’, with Honour, Loyalty, ‘Love of ones Country’ and other
virtues represented by a variety of martial and mythological motifs, including a
Roman battle dress and a Herculean club. Next comes an assembly of religious
motifs, including Charity, Chastity, Immortality, Magnanimity and Truth. Finally, in
the upper-right corner, Thornhill has depicted the ‘Arts & Sciences rewarded with
Laurels [and] Fame’ — the clearest allusion on the ceiling to the artist’s own
unprecedented achievements in the field of painting. The four corners of Thornhill’s

drawing room ceiling correspond broadly to the themes examined in the following

chapters, each of which examines the artist’s intervention in a different sphere of
early eighteenth-century cultural and political life.

By concentrating on four very different examples of Thornhill’s painting, 1t
has been possible to give the artist’s work the kind of close attention and extended
analysis that has been conspicuously absent from the study of decorative history
painting in England, while suggesting, I hope, ways in which other, equally complex
schemes might be approached in the future. Moreover, a close consideration of four of

the most important of Thomhill’s surviving schemes reveals the artist to be a far more

* Conrad M. Metz, Imitations of ancient and modern drawings from the restoration of the arts in Italy,
to the present time, London, 1798
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sophisticated and accomplished painter than has often been allowed. During a career
that spanned four decades, Thornhill reached a level of success achieved by no other
English artist before him and few since. Painting made him wealthy and famous,
enabling him to join the ranks of those ‘people of quality and fortune’ who had
provided him with such a lucrative income.*” During his lifetime he was praised by no

less a critic than Richard Steele for his “Masterly Hand, and uncommon Genius’; and

following his death, on or shortly after 29 April 1734, he was publicly celebrated by
the obituarist of the Gentleman’s Magazine as ‘the greatest History Painter this

Kingdom ever produced’.*® Prompted by such extraordinary claims, and by the sheer

scale of Thornhill’s enterprise, this thesis is an attempt to give the artist’s work the
close attention it clearly demands.

47 J[ames] B[urgess] in Roger de Piles, The Art of Painting, with the lives and characters of above 300
of the most eminent painters, London, 1754 (third edition), p. 137.

s The Lover, 11 May 1714. Reprinted in [Richard Steele), The Lover. To which is added, The Reader,
London, 1715, pp. 223-24; Gentleman’s Magazine, vol. 4 (May 1734), pp. 274-75. Thomhill’s death
was also recorded in the Daily Journal (11 May 1734), the Grub-street Journal (16 May) and the
Weekly Register (18 May). The Gentleman's Magazine obituary is reprinted in Ronald Paulson,
Hogarth: His Life, Art and Times, New Haven and London, 1971, vol. 2, appendix F. The date of

Thornhill’s death 1s alternatively given as 4 May and 13 May (the latter not possible but cited in the
Gentleman’s Magazine).
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CHAPTER ONE
Representing the City

The City of London — the square mile or so of land incorporated under the jurisdiction
of the lord mayor — was the location for several defining episodes in James
Thornhill’s career. It was in the City that he began his professional life, as an
apprentice of the Painter-Stainers’ Company; and it was to the Guildhall, the political
heart of the City, that Thornhill returned almost forty years later to undertake the last
public scheme of his career. Understanding his relationship with the City and its

various institutions is therefore essential to understanding Thornhill, both as an artist
and as a public figure.

In 1774, John Hutchins remarked that Thornhill was ‘bred an house painter,
but afterwards applied himself to history painting with so much success, that he
excelled all the English’.! When Thomnhill entered the trade as a teenager, the typical
painter working in the City was a well-trained artisan and a freeman of the Painter-
Stainers’ Company, more often than not finding employment in the collaborative
industry of decoration. Even the more highly skilled among such men worked closely
with members of other building-related trades — plasterers, carpenters and masons —

all of whose work was routinely finished with the painter’s brush. Of the different

branches of painting represented by the Company, the house painters constituted the
largest. House painters frequently specialised in fashionable grotesquery or in the
painted imitation of materials such as walnut, marble and porphyry, real versions of
which were so expensive as to be the preserve of only the grandest buildings. Even
those painters who showed themselves competent in figurative work or landscape
views — men such as Robert Agas, Francis Barlow and Robert Robinson — were likely
to be deemed ‘house painters’ in the eyes of the Painter-Stainers’ Company and were
often employed in painting the wainscot walls of London houses and taverns, or in
producing temporary images for the theatre and for public celebrations such as the
annual lord mayor’s procession. The City’s house painters, along with the arms
painters (specialising in heraldry) and leather gilders, accompanied by their

journeymen assistants and apprentices, constituted the majority of painters working in

! John Hutchins, The History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset, London, 1774, vol. 1, p. 410.
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London during the second half of the seventeenth century. For these painters,

membership of the Company provided a variety of meaningful professional and social

associations, a reliable source of apprentice labour and a limited degree of protection
against the unauthorised practice of others.*

The Painter-Stainers’ Company thus encompassed a wide range of practice,
tfrom the rendering of walls and ceilings with a single colour to the more skilled work
of the arms painter and specialist house painters. At the lower end of the trade,
professional painting could be defined in relatively straightforward, legal terms, as
exemplified by the Company’s successful restriction of the City’s plasterers to the use
of six colours ‘mingled with size’ only, which prohibited a plasterer from painting his
own work in anything but the most basic way, and in doing so defined oil-based paint
and the mixing of colours as the preserve of the painter-stainer.’ But at the other end
of the profession, where the lines between the trade and what we more familiarly
know as the ‘art’ of painting became more blurred, such precise definitions were
harder to reach. And it was in this intriguing, shifting area between artistic and

artisanal definitions of painting that Thornhill’s earliest professional experiences can
be located.

In addition to the occupational advantages and obligations of membership,
freedom of the Painter-Stainers’ Company conveyed citizenship, with a limited
‘freedom’ to participate in the political affairs of the City. London’s citizens were
responsible for electing the City’s legislative Court of Common Council and, when a
ward became vacant, for shortlisting candidates for the executive Court of Aldermen.
The internal organisation of the Painter-Stainers’ Company — based on the same
medieval guild structure that shaped each of the City’s sixty or so trade-based
companies — was in some ways analogous to the political make-up of the Corporation
as a whole, consisting of the ordinary freemen, or yeomanry, a more privileged livery
and a governing Court of Assistants. Promotion through the Company’s ranks
conferred a higher status on the individual and signalled a greater participation in the

? The only comprehensive study of the Painter-Stainers’ Company remains W.A.D. Englefield’s The
History of the Painter-Stainers’ Company of London, London, 1936 (second issue with addenda).

* The six colours, "Whiting, Blacking, Redlead, Redoker, Yellow Oker and Russet’, had been granted
to the plasterers by Act of Parliament in 1602 (I Jac. I, c.4). The seventeenth century saw a prolonged
dispute between the Company and the City’s plasterers over what could and could not be painted by
whom, and between the arms painters within the Company and the Heralds of the College of Arms.
Both are discussed in detail in the Company’s official history, W.A.D. Englefield, The History of the
Painter-Stainers’ Company of London. See also, J. H. Parker Oxspring, ‘The Painter-Stainers and their
dispute with the Heralds’, unpublished typescript, Guildhall Library, 1966. |
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City’s polity.? The Company, therefore, provided a social and political framework 1n
which the professional interests of the City’s skilled painters coincided with the

political and economic interests of the City as a whole. A good reputation or expertise

in a particularly fashionable branch of the trade might have enabled a painter to
charge a higher fee for his services. But it was his participation in the successive rites
of apprenticeship, freedom and promotion through the Company’s hierarchy that
remained the most recognisable marks of an English painter’s success at the outset of

Thormhill’s career.

This brief overview of the professional and political organisation of painters in
the City of London marks out the terrain covered by this chapter, which considers
three different aspects of Thornhill’s association with the City over a period of four
decades. The first two sections look at Thornhill’s various dealings with the Painter-
Stainers’ Company, from his earliest encounter as a young and impressionable
apprentice during the 1690s to his unlikely return as master of the Company thirty
years later. The Painter-Stainers’ Company has not attracted much interest among
modern art historians. Reassessing these particular episodes in Thornhill’s career
questions the prevalent view of the Company as an “essentially medieval and
reactionary body’, of little consequence to the history of seventeenth- or eighteenth-
century art.” In place of this rather dismissive analysis, and through using the archives
of the Company itself, it is possible to argue for a more positive role for the Company,
not only in the formation of Thornhill’s own identity as an English artist, but more
generally, in the establishment of painting as an intellectually oriented art among a
significant number of English practitioners.

The final section of this chapter moves across the City from the Painter-
Stainers’ Hall to the Guildhall where, during the mid-1720s, Thornhill painted an
allegorical scheme for the new Council Chamber. Thornhill’s intervention in the
decoration of the Council Chamber was the result not of a commission, but of the
artist’s own initiative — a gesture of his own apparently civic-minded generosity. The

six paintings that he eventually presented to the City introduced the high-minded

* Liverymen could sit at Common Hall, a higher electoral assembly responsible for choosing the City’s
four MPs and for participating in shrieval and mayoral elections. They could also stand for election to
the Court of Aldermen, although a combination of life tenure, complex selection procedures and stiff

property requirements ensured that the aldermancy remained a more or less oligarchic body until the
nineteenth century.

> Margaret Whinney and Oliver Millar, English Art, 1625-1714, Oxford, 1957, p. 81.
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language of allegorical painting into the Guildhall for the first time, dramatically
altering a visual environment that had hitherto been defined by sober portraiture and

repeated heraldic devices. The centrepiece of Thomhill’s scheme at the Guildhall has

been described as an example of the ‘new Augustan style’ — a description that usefully
captures the significant difference between this picture and the ‘baroque’ exuberance
for which the artist is better known.® But rather than seeking to understand Thornhill’s
Council Chamber paintings as part of a grand transition from one art-historical age to
another, it seems more profitable to consider them in the context of the local
surroundings of the Guildhall, in relation to the visual history and conventions of the
City, and alongside the artist’s other activities in the capital. By examining in detail
these three separate yet clearly related aspects of Thornhill’s career, a relatively
unknown side to the artist, as a civic painter, begins to emerge.

Before returning to Thornhill’s association with the capital’s painter-stainers,
1t 1s important to note that in discussing the civic organisation of the City of London

in relation to its visual traditions and innovations, I am describing a very different
notion of the ‘civic’ to that usually associated with the history of the visual arts (and
with history painting in particular) in Britain at the beginning of the eighteenth
century. I am referring here to that other “civic’ realm occupied by the free man and
citizen of the ‘republic of taste’ imagined, in its most theoretical form, by the 3rd Earl
of Shaftesbury and best explained by John Barrell in The Political Theory of Painting
from Reynolds to Hazlitt." Although full participation in London’s polity was

restricted to the City’s liverymen, whose economic qualification set them above the
lower yeomanry, London’s free citizens were far from being the disinterested men of
independent means imagined by Shaftesbury and his eighteenth-century followers.
Indeed, it was precisely the free Londoner’s ‘interest in promoting the interests of
[one, determinate occupation] and his own success in it” (which, according to the
discourse of civic humanism, signalled the ‘mechanic’s’ inability to participate in
public life) that marked his qualification to participate in the political management of

the City.® The civic environment of London, from the poorest freemen at the lower

* [Vivien Knight), High Art at Guildhall: Thornhill, Rigaud and the City Corporation, exh. pamphlet,
London, Guildhall Library, 1984, unpaginated.

7 See Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions,

Iimes (1711) and John Barrell, The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt, New Haven
and London, 1986, esp. pp. 1-68.

® John Barrell, The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt, p. 8. See also David H.
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end of the trades to the fabulously wealthy merchants and financiers who dominated

the Court of Aldermen was — while 1n no real sense any more egalitarian — a world
away from the aristocratic fantasies of Shaftesbury.

The Painter-Stainers’ Company

The first years of an artist’s career are often retrospectively endowed with a special
significance. After all, it is during this time, more often than not, that a painter begins
to acquire the skills and the knowledge demanded by the age in which he is living,
when the rudiments of his artistic identity are nurtured, and when the possibility — if
not the degree or the direction — of his later success is first established.

Thomnhill’s career began on 9 May 1689, when he accompanied Thomas
Highmore to the Painter-Stainers’ Hall in Little Trinity Lane to be bound as an
apprentice.” For Thornhill’s biographers, the relatively anonymous, trade-oriented
nature of an apprenticeship in seventeenth-century London has sat uncomfortably
with his later renown as a history painter, which sees him excelling in something

regarded as altogether more noble than the kind of repetitive, artisanal work
associated with English painter-stainers. The long-standing historiographic divide
between the trade and the art of painting and, linked to this, between the visual culture
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Britain, has had a significant effect on
the way Thornhill’s career has been perceived. Barely a decade after the artist’s death,
Thornhill’s first biographer, Antoine Dézallier d’ Argenville, set out what became an

orthodox evaluation of the artist’s earliest experiences as a painter. Referring to
Highmore, Thornhill’s master, as a mediocre painter of ‘limited talents’, he wrote that
Thornhill, becoming his own mentor, ‘trusted to his own judgment and application;

genius and taste supplying the place of a master’.'” More recently, and on a similar

Solkin, Painting for Money: the visual arts and the public sphere in eighteenth-century England, New

Haven and London, 1992, esp. pp. 3-26; and Lawrence E. Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of
Politeness, Cambridge, 1994, esp. pp. 143-53.

? Painter-Stainers’ Company Register of Apprentice Bindings, Guildhall Library MS 5669, 72r.

** From a translation by J[ames] Blurgess] of Dézallier d’ Argenville’s Abregé de la vie des plus fameux

peintres (1745), appended to Banbrigg Buckeridge, An Lssay towards an English School of Painters,
London, n.d. (third edition).
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note, Thornhill’s apprenticeship has been described as ‘lost time’ — time that had to be

. . . 11
made up before his career could begin in earnest.

Given the date of Dézallier’s observations (they were first published in 1745)
and the likelihood that the two men had known each other during the 1720s, it may be

tempting to read the Frenchman’s testimony as a factually accurate account of
Thornhill’s career.'? However, it is important to recognise how Dézallier’s language
(or, rather, that of his contemporary translator, James Burgess) falls into a familiar
narrative, popularised by Vasari, of the individual artistic genius triumphing over the
cultural constraints encountered in his youth."” As if answering William Aglionby’s
often-cited complaint that England ‘never had, as yet, any of Note, that was an
English Man, that pretended to History-Painting’, Dézallier expressed an already
widely held belief that Thornhill had been England’s long-awaited native history

painter, uniquely capable of excelling his closest French and Italian rivals in that most
elevated genre.'* Dézallier’s suggestion that Thornhill’s achievements owed little to
an earlier generation of unremarkable trade-oriented English painters carried
considerable weight in the middle of the eighteenth century, by which time a new
generation of English artists were seeking to disassociate their activities from the taint
of artisanship; and the idea that Thornhill’s success had emerged against the grain —
the result of latent ‘genius’ and innate ‘taste’ — has persisted ever since.

Relatively little is known about Highmore, who was fifteen years Thornhill’s
senior, or about the kind of painting that he practised. He is described in the Painter-

Stainers’ Register of Apprentice Bindings as the son of a gentleman, and the few
known details about his subsequent career cast him as a well-connected, highly
accomplished non-figurative painter at the more sophisticated end of that branch of
the trade commonly known as house painting. His public life in the capital followed
the conventional pattern of professional success and social respectability common to

the City’s livery companies. He rose steadily through the ranks of the Painter-

"' Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England, London, 1962-70, vol. 1, p. 69. Croft-
Murray echoed Dézallier’s assessment of Highmore’s talents, dismissing him as ‘a very dim figure’.

'* Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England, vol. 1, p. 69.

** See in particular, the early biographies of Cimabue and Giotto. Eg: ‘It was, indeed, a great miracle
that in so gross and incompetent an age Giotto could be inspired to such good purpose that by his work

he completely restored the art of design, of which his contemporaries knew little or nothing.” G. Vasan,
Lives of the Artists: Volume I, trans. George Bull, London,1987, p. 57.

' William Aglionby, Painting Illustrated in Three Dialogues, 1685, xiv.
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Stainers’ Company, becoming upper warden in 1720, the year he died." Furthermore,
his appointment as Serjeant Painter to Queen Anne in 1702 reveals Highmore’s
considerable success beyond the City, and points to his expertise in a variety of

different specialisms, as well as an ability to co-ordinate the work of other painters on
big projects. All of these were among the qualities required of a Serjeant Painter and
are skills that would later be demonstrated by Thornhill in his ability to undertake
several large-scale decorative commissions simultaneously. By the beginning of the
eighteenth century, Highmore had contributed to the decoration of Chatsworth House
and Hampton Court, very probably accompanied on each occasion by his young
apprentice, who later returned to both places to paint large decorative schemes in his
own right.'® Given even these few details, it is possible to get a sense of the
signficance of the seven years or more that Thornhill spent with Highmore during the
1690s. However, the importance of Thornhill’s early experiences as a painter can be
appreciated more fully through a better understanding of the social and cultural
environment of the Painter-Stainers” Company at the time of his apprenticeship.

Among the earliest of Thombhill’s surviving drawings is a small sketch
showing, in the lower part of the page, a group of putti symbolising the art of painting
(figs 9 and 10). On the left is an infant artist, accompanied by two other figures. Next
to them, in the centre, several other young painters admire a landscape piece that one
of them has made, while further to the right, three others support a cartouched shield
bearing a clear, if sketchy, resemblance to the armorial bearings of the Painter-
Stainers’ Company (see, for example, fig. 23)."" Finally, seated in the bottom right-
hand corner, another putti is shown drawing. This particular sketch is notable for its
Juxtaposition of the figurative vocabulary of allegorical art and academic painting
(both of which are abundantly on display elsewhere in the sketchbook) with the

heraldic symbolism of the Painter-Stainers’ Company. The inclusion of the

Company’s arms in what is essentially an allegory of painting as a liberal art would

seem to suggest that Thornhill, at the outset of his career, regarded the Painter-

Stainers” Company as meaningful to his own youthful artistic identity — a possibility

3 Guildha}l Library MS 5669, 20 Nov 1674. Most of the other known details of Highmore’s career are
described in Edward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England, vol. 1, p. 264.

16 Se? Ed}ward Croft-Murray, Decorative Painting in England, vol. 1, p. 264. The nature of Highmore’s
contribution to the decoration of Chatsworth and Hampton Court is not known.

'"The Company’s quartered coat of arms, with three escutcheons in the first and fourth quarters and
three phoenix heads in the second and third, would match Thomhill’s suggestive diagram exactly.
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that would seem to contradict every assessment of the artist’s career from Dézallier
onwards. On the one hand, this image can be understood alongside the other drawings
in Thomhill’s sketchbook, as part of a compendium of the artist’s aspirations and

achievements as an independent painter. On the other hand, it is useful to consider
these incidental putti alongside a number of rather different images, painted around
the same time by a group of unnamed painter-stainers and still on display in the
Company’s hall (see, for example, figs 11-13).

The modest size and monochrome appearance of these closely related
paintings indicate that they were subsidiary panels, not designed to occupy the central

decorative space of the Company’s hall, nor to be displayed as independent works of

art outside of their intended environment.'® One of the images shows three putti
studying a painting of an aged personification of Time (see fig. 11). Despite the
inclusion of a painter’s palette on the ground to identify the infants’ artistic
aspirations, the damaged appearance of the painting and, in a rather literal way, its
venerable subject matter suggest that the object of the young painters’ attention is the
work of an ‘old master’, rather than an image of their own making. On the left, a
reclining putto — one hand in the trickling water of a stream, the other holding a pair
of dividers — appears to be assessing the merits of the painting that he and his
companions have found. Both the subject and the composition of this painting bear an
interesting resemblance to a group of putti at the centre of another early sketch by
Thomnhill (fig. 14), which also conveys a sense of artistic ambition within a civic
context by including a group of infant painters alongside a quartered coat of arms. In
fact, the artistic and intellectual pursuits of putti (as if acknowledging the immaturity
of the paintings themselves) is a recurring theme of this little-known group of images
at the Painter-Stainers’ Hall. They were all made by painters, like Thornhill, whose
proficiency in the trade had already been formally proven by a seven-year
apprenticeship, but whose ambitions clearly reached beyond the traditional training of
an English painter. And like the two designs from Thornhill’s sketchbook, they

display a combination of youthful ambition with a sense that a liberal artistic

'®* These paintings, all of which are painted in oil on wood panels, are traditionally thought to have been
made in or shortly after 1703, when the Company’s Court of Assistants ordered that one of the upstairs
rooms be wainscoted; see W.A.D. Englefield, The History of the Painter-Stainers’ Company (second
issue), p. 167. They are referred to collectively in the Company’s terrier of 1723 as being ‘in the little

parlour upstairs’ among ‘eight and twenty pictures fixed in pannells given by several members
benefactors of this Company’; see Guildhall Library MS 11505, 12v.
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education required extensive practice and an intellectual engagement with other works
of art. Most interestingly — whether by incorporating the Company’s arms, or by
being displayed in the Company’s hall — all of the images discussed here (Thornhill’s
included) suggest that, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Painter-

Stainers’ Company provided an environment where that kind of discourse could take
place. To understand the origins of this artistic ambition, we need to look in some
detail at the aspirations and achievements of an even earlier generation of English
painter-stainers.

The Painter-Stainers’ Hall provided an impressive environment for the
Company’s meetings, for binding apprentices, holding elections and hosting official
feasts. During the last quarter of the seventeenth century, it also became the venue for
an annual feast organised by a group of like-minded Company members calling
themselves the Society of Painters.'” This society appears to have held a regular St
Luke’s supper at least since the mid-1670s, for in April 1677 the Company’s Court of
Assistants ordered that any future events held by the Society, to whom they referred
simply as ‘the paynters’, should begin and end earlier in the day and that ‘none be
admitted into the hall at that time without a tickett from the master and stewards of the
same feast’.’ As well as ensuring that the events organised by the Society of Painters
became more formal and, no doubt, more sober occasions, this intervention by the
Company’s executive can also be regarded as a tacit acknowledgement of a growing
interest in a more intellectual and independent-minded conception of painting among

a significant section of its membership.

The elaborately designed ‘ticketts’, or invitations, that the society issued for its
subsequent feasts, to which we will return, indicate an interest in figurative painting
or, more specifically, life drawing as a means of improving painting (see figs 15-17).
Drawing had always formed a part of the preparatory work of a painter. Arms
painting, for example, or the symmetrical grotesquery that was popular during the
seventeenth century, demanded considerable drawing expertise. But as a previous
generation of painters had discovered, too much emphasis on drawing, particularly of

the human figure, was regarded with suspicion by the Company’s authorities. By

19 v . o s, . v R
Information on the size and activities of the Society of Painters is scarce. However, a lot can be

gleaned from the invitations they issued and from the few entries in the Company’s minutes that refer
to them, discussed below.

* Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 212.
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adding a potentially endless (and in itself unproductive) dimension to a painter’s
training, drawing from life could even be construed as contradictory to the seven-year

apprenticeship system that underpinned the Company’s authority. During the 1650s, a

group of yeoman painters had requested the use of the lower parlour of the Painter-
Stainers’ Hall ‘for an academe to make use of draweinge to the life’. Their request
was unequivocally denied by the Company’s elders who, prompted perhaps by the
morally ambiguous prospect of having a nude model posing in the esteemed
surroundings of the hall, subsequently forbade all members from taking part in any
such academy.*' By the end of the 1670s, however, a serious interest in figurative art
and a sense of the skills required to produce it had become established among a
significant number of English painters — evidently ambitious and organised enough to
initiate their own society outside of the formal hierarchy of the Company. And it
seems likely that any artistic activities held by the Society of Painters, outside of their
known feasts, involved drawing practice of some kind, whether from a life model (as
suggested by their invitation designs) or, like the putti in Thornhill’s sketches, from
cast figures. The emergence of a more academic approach to painting among certain
painter-stainers, and the Company’s gradual acceptance of their activities as a

legitimate part of the work of a professional painter, were closely related to another,

more familiar force of change in the history of British art.
It has long been recognised that the biggest single factor affecting English

painting during the seventeenth century was the increasing presence of foreign artists.
However, with few exceptions, previous discussions of the subject have concentrated
on a handful of elite foreign painters and their influence on the tastes and habits of
their royal and aristocratic patrons.?? But it is important to note that, following the
disappearance in 1642 of the court as a cultural focal point and source of patronage
for foreign painters, the Painter-Stainers’ Company became the most visible way for
incoming artists to join London’s cultural economy. And to those highly skilled
foreign painters who either remained, or arrived, in London during the interregnum,

some form of association with the Company quickly became advantageous.

% Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 46r and v.

“ One notable exception is Susan Foister, ‘Foreigners at Court: Holbein, Van Dyck and the Painter-
Stainers Company’, in David Howarth (ed.), Art and Patronage in the Caroline Courts: essays in
honour of Sir Oliver Millar, Cambridge, 1993. Foister extends her discussion of painting during the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to include the Painter-Stainers” Company; she is rare among

rEec;Int zrt historians in regarding the Company as a serious factor in the history of art in early modern
ngland.
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The degree to which foreign painters were tolerated by the Company largely
depended on the branch of painting they practised. Among English leather gilders, for
example, who saw their specialism gradually fall out of fashion as the century
progressed, or among those at the lower end of the trade, already vulnerable to the

encroachment of unskilled labourers and wily plasterers, the further imposition of
‘strangers’ was resisted.” The novel skills displayed by foreign figurative painters,
however, posed less immediate competition to the existing membership, and their
acknowledgement by the Company prompted less opposition.** In 1649, the
Company’s officers ordered that ‘all those Natives that be Picturemakers, and are

admitted of this Company, who have not served to freemen of this Cittie [te, an
apprenticeship), shall pay £3 a man for their admittance, besides 20s more for ye

duties of the hall’.> Despite the stipulation of ‘native’ painters, perhaps included to
allay the fears of a minority within the Company, numerous foreign ‘picturemakers’

(a term used with greater frequency during this period to describe the makers of easel
paintings) were subsequently admitted to the Company as ‘stranger brothers’. These

artists were mostly painters from the Low Countries working within the capital’s

fledgling portrait industry, or producing landscape overmantels and flower pieces for
London’s fashionable interiors.*°

Entries in the Company’s minutes over the next three decades reveal a
significant number of foreigners requesting admission, indicating a progressively

closer association between the Company and immigrant artists.”’ By the time of the

 In 1675, for example, the admission of a well-known French gilder, Renatus Cozens (on the
recommendation of the lord mayor) prompted resistance, being considered ‘to the greate prejudice of
the members of this company of the same profession’. It was subsequently ordered that no other

foreigners would be made free without first giving the opportunity for existing members to appeal
against their admission. See Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 185-97.

* A very good study of the City companies’ response to the changing political and physical
environment of London during the seventeenth century (though not dealing specifically with the
Painter-Stainers) is Joseph P. Ward, Metropolitan Communities: trade guilds, identity, and change in
early modern London, Stanford, 1997. The dynamics of change that Ward identifies among the City’s
companies have proved useful to this section.

* Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 8v.

* The term *stranger brother’ was also used by the Company to describe English painters admitted to
the Company who, like Robert Streeter, the elder, had neither served an apprenticeship in the City nor
inherited the right to freedom by patrimony. A stranger brother was entitled to the same commercial

benefits (and subject to the same obligations) as freemen and was allowed to have apprentices, but was
not automatically granted the political freedom of the City.

# An entry from 30 July 1662 (Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 71) is fairly typical: ‘At this court
diverse Dutchmen appearing it is ordered that they should give their m[aste]r piece within 3 moneths
next ensuing [...] wlhi]ch accordingly they did submitt to the said order and promised performance
thereof.” The names of six Dutch painters are mentioned, including Jacobus Houseman (Huysman). On
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Restoration, two foreign painters — Balthazar Flusheere, a Dutch frame-maker and

portrait painter, and John Baptist Gaspar (or Casper), a French portraitist and drapery
painter — had been chosen as ‘stranger assistants’ and routinely sat alongside the

master and wardens at the Court of Assistants, where they acted in an advisory
capacity as representatives of the growing number of ‘stranger painters’ in the
capital.®® What had begun as an attempt by the Company to exercise its authority and

gather additional revenue from foreign painters during the 1640s, soon became a

mutually beneficial association.

Before long, the presence of the strangers was visible in the Painter-Stainers’
Hall. Picture-makers were typically admitted to the Company on condition that they
submit a ‘proof piece’, or ‘master piece’.”’ As a result of this policy, the Company

soon became host to a showcase of paintings by some of the most highly regarded,

often academically trained, foreign painters then working in England. These works of
art included examples of history painting, landscape, still life and flower painting by a
variety of mostly Dutch and Flemish specialists.’® The display of these pictures in the

17 June 1674, Jan Wyck appeared before the court and paid quarterage for himself and his father,
Thomas.

2 Flusheere’s history with the Company nicely illustrates the gradual acceptance of foreign artists. He
was initially summoned by the Court of Assistants in 1652, under threat of prosecution, ‘for not being
conformable’, However, on agreeing to pay his quarterage in arrears, Flusheere was accepted into the
Company and, in February 1657/8, was chosen as a stranger assistant, after which he regularly took
part in Company searches and committees. Peter Lely was also chosen as a stranger assistant at the

same time as Flusheere, but does not appear to have been actively involved to the same extent. See, for
example, Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 19r-v, 23r and 33v.

® A typical entry in the Company’s minutes, from 6 March 1677/8 (Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part
1, 228), reads: “Mr Adrian Vandest appeared now and p[ro]miseth to give his proofe peece he lives
with Vanbeck in Durham Yard.” Similarly, on 15 Sep 1682 (Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 272),

Peter Vandermulen was admitted as ‘a Foreign Brother of this Company’, paid 40s and promised a
proof piece.

** It is difficult to ascertain the precise number of proof pieces acquired by the Company during the
seventeenth century as many of those collected before 1666 were destroyed during the Great Fire and
several other paintings mentioned in the Company’s minutes have since disappeared. In 1681 the Court
of Assistants agreed to prepare a book ‘for ye entering of all p[er]sons names that shall give any
paintings to ye hall or have [been] benefactors’ (Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 268), suggesting a
significant number of donors, but the book has not survived. Nevertheless, some idea of the collection
can be established by the later descriptions of Edward Hatton (1708), Zacharias Conrad von Uffenbach
(1710) and George Vertue. A list of paintings is included in the Company terrier, compiled between
1713 and 1723 (Guildhall Library MS 11505). The best list of paintings in the Company’s possession
before the second world war is The Painter-Stainers’ Company, A Catalogue of the pictures, prints,
drawings etc., in possession of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers at Painters' Hall, London,
1908. But unfortunately, again, many of the paintings described here were destroyed by fire whilst in
storage, or subsequently dispersed. Among the artists who gave paintings to the Company are Jacob
Pen, a Dutch history painter, Jean Baptist Monnoyer, Marcellis Laroon (Lauron), John Gnffeere
(Griffier) and Jan Frans van Zoons. Later donors included Louis Laguerre and Sebastiano Ricci. I am

grateful to Emie Brocklehurst, Beadle of the Company, for showing me the paintings that remain in the
Company’s Hall.
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Painter-Stainers’ Hall suggests that the Company’s acknowledgement of foreign
artists and the promulgation of new ideas among working English painters — including

a greater familiarity with the vocabulary and genre distinctions of academic art — went

hand in hand.*! They were hung alongside the more conventional civic iconography
already on display throughout the Company’s hall, characterised by the systematic
arrangement of individual and corporate heraldry, and sober portraits that stiffly
embodied the citizenship of earlier Company officials. The juxtaposition of these two
very different kinds of imagery marked the cautious beginnings of a dialogue between
two visual traditions, which was to result in the emergence of the aforementioned
Society of Painters during the 1670s.

In 1677, a committee was appointed from among senior painter-stainers and
prominent stranger associates ‘to consider of the best method [of] regulating the
paynters & encourageing of artistets [sic]’.”* The corresponding entry in the
Company’s minutes is of interest in itself as the first official, if rather awkward, use of
the term ‘artist’ by the Company. Although no records remain of this committee’s
subsequent meetings, it seems highly probable that the decision to paint the ceiling of
the Painter-Stainers’ Hall (first proposed at the beginning of the following year)
originated in their discussions — perhaps on the advice of an elderly Robert Streeter
who, though not a Company man himself, sat on the committee as a ‘stranger’

alongside Flusheere, Gaspar and Peter Lely.” The ceiling was eventually painted in
1680 by Isaac Fuller the younger, who was perhaps the only English painter at the
time with the necessary skills to carry out such a task (Streeter had died the year

before).** Though Fuller’s painting does not appear to have survived for long, its
content is known from a later account, which describes a ceiling ‘finely painted with
Pallas triumphant with the Arts, and Fame (attended by Mercury) suppressing their
Enemies, Sloth, Envy, Pride etc’.”” Such lofty artistic themes are not usually

*In April 1677, a committee was appointed from representatives of all branches of the trade to discuss
a proposal for renewing the Company’s charter and ordinances. Included for the first time as a distinct

branch were the ‘picturemakers’, one of whose two representatives was Flusheere (Guildhall Library
MS 5667/2 part 1, 213).

*? Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 217.

*> A Mr Stephenson was first nominated to paint the Hall although it is not clear what kind of painter
Stephenson was; see Guildhall Library MS 5667/2 part 1, 228,

** Fuller had learnt to paint outside of the Company (most probably on the Continent with his father)

and so would have been regarded as a stranger. Streeter had trained in Italy and sat on the committee,
also as a stranger.

* [Edward Hatton}, 4 New View of London; or, an Ample Account of that City, 2 vols, London, 1708,
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