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INTRODUCTION

Theoretical Apologia

In 1992, I published Landscape Imagery and Urban Culture in Early Nineteenth-
Century Britain, a Marxist reading of British naturalistic landscape painting of
the period 1800—30.! The essays in this volume extend, supplement, and in some
respects revise the arguments of that book. Those in Part One seek to establish
the ideological terms in which painting could be thought as an art in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; those in Part Two address problems
in the interpretation of specific landscape paintings.

My aim in assembling the present collection was not just to bring together a
selection of previously published material; a substantial part of it was written
for this occasion or has not been printed before. I have been motivated to return
to the theme of British Romanticism for two main reasons. First, because I think
we still await a historical writing of the visual arts in Britain in the period of
Hobsbawm’s ‘Age of Revolution’ (1789—48) that does justice to the extraordinary
cultural energies released by the twin processes of rapid economic growth
and political revolution.? Second, because one of the signal most productive
strands in rethinking Marxism in recent decades has been the recovery of
the romantic dimension of the Marxist tradition, evident say in the fresh
attention given to figures such as William Morris, the young Lukacs, and Ernst
Bloch.? Romantic art needs reconsideration in light of this new awareness of
Romanticism’s anti-capitalist credentials. A book of essays written for a variety
of occasions over three decades can only do so much, but I hope at least that
it indicates the ways in which some of the most interesting art of the early
nineteenth century was shaped by the acute class contflicts of the period, and
in some instances registered a recoil from the social and cultural concomitants
of capitalist modernity.

But I should be clear that this is a book of Marxist art history. However
much history it includes, its object is aesthetic; it does not seek to illuminate

1 Hemingway 1992, which is a revised and shortened version of Hemingway 1989.

2 It has become clear that the term ‘Industrial Revolution’ will not cover the dynamic forces at
work in the British economy, which centred more on trade and finance than on manufactur-
ing. The term also leads to misleading expectations about the nature of the bourgeoisie. See
Hilton 2006, pp. 2—24.

3 Lowy and Sayre 2001 makes the case for the continuing importance of Romanticism for the
tradition of Marxist critique.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2017 DOI: 10.1163/9789004269019_002



2 INTRODUCTION

history through art — although that may be one of its side effects — it seeks
to historicise the aesthetic, in my view the only way to do justice to art in its
relative autonomy. Correspondingly, the reader should expect to encounter the
traditional methods of art-historical science, style analysis and iconography. In
my view these remain indispensable tools; other analytical methods such as
semiology may supplement them in useful ways, as I indicate in Chapter Seven,
but they do not supplant or displace them. It is their relationship with Marxist
categories that remains at issue, and particularly that of ideology.

What follows is a sketch of the theoretical debates that set the terms for this
work when it was begun in the 1980s together with an attempt to position it
in relation to the larger academic field of British art studies since then. This
is intended as more than an amble down memory lane. The fragmentation
of the New Left in the 1980s may have caused debates on Marxist method
in art history to falter or reach an impasse, but in my view they were not
resolved. Correspondingly, there is no way to revivify the long and productive
tradition of Marxist inquiry in the field without returning to the problems of
that moment and seeking a resolution at a higher level. Places where I think
more theoretical refinement is necessary should become evident from what
follows.

Landscape and the Social History of Art

My ambition to write on landscape painting from a socio-historical perspect-
ive had a long gestation, partly shaped by experiences as a graduate student,
first at the University of East Anglia, where I studied for an Ma from 1972—4,
and then as a part-time doctoral student at University College London over
the years 1977-89. Although I wound up working on landscape pretty much
by accident, it was in fact a gopod moment to begin a research project in this
area, since in addition to the work of John Gage — which set a new intellec-
tual standard for landscape studies in Britain* — the 1970s had seen a series of
important exhibitions at the Tate Gallery organised by Leslie Parris and Conal
Shields, including Constable: The Art of Nature (1971), Landscape in Britain, 1750~
1850 (1974), and the bicentennial Constable: Paintings, Watercolours & Drawings
(1976).5 The second of these in particular was a remarkably innovative display,
which not only demonstrated that landscape painting was linked to a complex

4 Centrally Gage 1969 (1).
5 See also Parris and Shields 1969.



THEORETICAL APOLOGIA 3

social practice of viewing landscape, but also brought to more general notice a
range of paintings in which the depiction of labour was a central iconographic
feature, including George Robert Lewis’s 1815 Hereford, Dynedor, and Malvern
Hills, from the Haywood Lodge, Harvest Scene, Afternoon (Tate Gallery, London),
Peter De Wint's A Cornfield (1815; Victoria & Albert Museum), and John Lin-
nell’s, Kensington Gravel Pits (1813; Tate Gallery, London).

Landscape was a hot topic in art history back then in a way that is almost
impossible to imagine now, its resonance greatly increased by the political
realignment within British conservatism wrought by the Thatcher govern-
ments. One of the books that particularly spoke to that moment was English
Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit by the American historian Martin
J. Wiener, which appeared in 1981.6 Wiener criticised the British political elite
for along-term wariness of industry and commerce, which he traced back to the
feudalisation of the industrial bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century, and com-
plained of a persistent pastoralism in British culture that had contributed to
the nation’s long-term economic decline. Keith Joseph, Thatcher’s ideological
guru, who saw the old conservatism associated with Tory landed gentry as a
brake on economic modernisation, reportedly gave a copy of the book to every
cabinet minister. It helped instrumentally to define the divisions within the
British right between old ‘one nation Toryism’ and Thatcherite neo-liberalism.
So I am not exaggerating when I say the culture around landscape had more
than merely academic resonance.

One register of the reactionary climate Thatcherism generated was the
furore provoked by a number of innovative studies of the social significance
of landscape painting and landscape gardening that appeared in the 1980s.
Their titles are well-known: John Barrell's The dark side of the landscape: The
rural poor in English painting, 1730-1840 (1980); the catalogue to the Tate Gal-
lery’s 1982 exhibition Richard Wilson: The Landscape of Reaction, written by
David Solkin; Michael Rosenthal’s Constable: The Painter and his Landscape
(1983) and Ann Bermingham'’s Landscape and Ideology: The English Rustic Tra-
dition, 1740-1860 (1986). With the exception of Barrell’s book, all of these grew
out of doctoral theses. And in fact, Barrell’s own thesis had issued in his sem-
inal 1972 book The Idea of Landscape and the Sense of Place, 1730-1840: An
Approach to the Poetry of John Clare, which anticipated these later studies in
some respects. I must also mention the string of important articles and essays
on picturesque landscape by the geographer Stephen Daniels, culminating in

6 Wiener 1981. For a brilliant history of the Tory conception of a social landscape — scathing
about the contemporary ideological variant — see Everett 1994.



4 INTRODUCTION

his major monograph on Humphry Repton — although this did not appear until
the end of the following decade.”

The shrill reactions of both conservative and liberal critics to the new schol-
arship was epitomised in the outrage provoked by the 1982 Wilson exhibition,
a response that led the editor of the glossy art magazine Apollo to speculate
on the potential for subtle and insidious infiltration of Marxist influence in ‘art
publications’ now that former kGB Chairman Yuri Andropov had become Gen-
eral Secretary of the cpsu.®

It was easy to position a social history of art in contradistinction to the dom-
inant model of scholarship on British art, represented at its best by historians
such as John Hayes and Michael Kitson, which — whatever its considerable con-
tributions to empirical knowledge — essentially operated with an ‘art history as
the history of artists’ model,® combined with a style history that for all its soph-
istication lacked the critical historical consciousness of the German-language
pioneers of the practice. The idea of some kind of social history of art enjoyed
growing appeal in the 1970s, as both session themes and individual papers
at the annual Association of Art Historians’ conferences from 1976 onwards
demonstrated. But despite the opposition they sometimes met from conserva-
tives, most of these interventions were not Marxist. Moreover, a sophisticated
alternative to the Marxist variant had already appeared in the form of Michael
Baxandall's Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the
Social History of Pictorial Style, first published in 1972. In a well-known critique
of the character of British intellectual life from 1968, Perry Anderson made
some shrewd criticisms of the empiricism and psychologism of establishment
art history and observed that a ‘historical sociology of art — the examination of
its concrete mode of production - is a condition of its differential intelligibil-
ity’;!0 yet the question remained as to whether this ‘historical sociology’ was to
be Marxist.

7 Daniels 1999. For a listing of Daniels’s earlier essays, see Bibliography.

8 Sutton 1983 (1), p. 3. In the same issue, Sutton published an extended review of the
exhibition (Sutton 1983 [2]) in which he repeatedly referred to Solkin as ‘Dr Solkin’ or
simply ‘the Doctor’, as if somehow a doctoral degree was an impediment to the insights
that came naturally to the gentleman scholar and amateur. For the Apollo editorial and
the critical response more generally, see McWilliam and Potts 1983.

9 For a contemporary critique of this model, see Hadjinicolaou 1978, Chapter 2.

10  Anderson 1969, p. 257.
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Ideology: Althusserianism and Its Limits

The intense and sometimes sharp-tempered debate around art-historical
methodology and politics of the late 1970s and 1980s essentially registered the
impact on the discipline of a younger generation of historians who had either
been formed within the New Left or identified with its spirit and achieve-
ments.!! The journal Block — key mouthpiece of this formation — was launched
in 1979, and the Association of Art Historians’ journal Art History (which had
begun publication only the year before) also accommodated contestatory posi-
tions. However, the cutting edge of left cultural theory at this time was repre-
sented by the film studies journal Screen and the Stencilled Occasional Papers
of the University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Stud-
ies (cccs). As regards Marxism these foregrounded the innovations of Louis
Althusser, whose structuralist, anti-humanist variant of Marxism was also
prompting intensive debate among Marxist historians and sociologists.!? Both
Screen and cccs tried at the same time to negotiate the challenge of new-
wave feminism to traditional leftist politics, and did so partly by supplementing
Althusserianism with a theory of the subject drawn from Lacanian psycho-
analysis, a move facilitated by the fact that Althusser — unlike many more ortho-
dox Marxists — acknowledged psychoanalysis as a ‘science’ and had paid tribute
to Lacan’s re-working of Freud in a well-known essay of 1964.13 Also important
was the fact that Althusser’s variant of Marxism seemed cognate with another
fashionable new branch of inquiry, namely semiology, which had been reach-
ing a wider readership in the English speaking world since the publication of
translations of Roland Barthes’s Elements of Semiology (1964) in 1967 and Myth-
ologies (1957) in 1972. Although this ‘rouveau mélange’, as Jonathan Rée called
it,"* proved philosophically unsustainable — it was quickly superseded in fash-
ionable appeal by the vogue for French post-structuralist theories — for a few
years it enjoyed considerable authority.

In relation to these developments, the new social history of British land-
scape painting looked theoretically rather innocent. Of its exponents, the most
openly engaged with theoretical questions was Ann Bermingham; but she was

11 Thave sketched this moment in Hemingway 2006, pp. 175-95. See also Roberts 1994, pp. 1—
36.

12 On Althusserianism in Screen, see McDonnell and Robins 1980. For a more positive ap-
praisal, see Easthope 1983.

13 ‘Freud and Lacan), in Althusser 1971, pp. 181-202.

14  Rée198s, p. 338.



6 INTRODUCTION

a self-declared ‘eclectic’’® and did not broach the theoretical questions that her
work — like that of Barrell, Solkin and Rosenthal — posed in relation to Screen
theory. That is, all four advanced arguments about the relationship between
landscape art and class conflict in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies that overtly proclaimed their debt to the work of the British ‘culturalist’
Marxists E.P. Thompson and Raymond Williams, which was directly contrary
in many of its premises to Althusserianism. This disjunction was dramatically
exposed in the intense debate sparked by Thompson’s long intemperate cri-
tique of Althusser’s Marxism, published in 1978 under the title ‘The Poverty
of Theory'16 For Bermingham there was no evident contradiction between
affirming obligations to Althusser, Thompson and Williams on the same page.l”
Yet central to Thompson’s critique were his rejection of Althusser’s declared
anti-humanism, his contrary insistence on the notion of ‘experience’!® and his
resolute defence of empirical method against what he took to be Althusser’s
structuralist idealism. The work of Barrell, Rosenthal, and Solkin aligned them,
consciously or not, with Thompson’s Marxism; but the theoretical presupposi-
tions of their work remained largely unspoken.!®

As the presence of ‘ideology’ in the title of this volume flags, my own work
was conceived in a more theoretically partisan spirit. At one level this is a
register of when I conceived the project from which the essays derive. I am
referring to the almost talismanic power the term ‘ideology’ had for Marxists
in the 1970s and 1980s. (Terry Eagleton was on the mark when he wrote in
1991 that a perceptible decline in the term’s currency indexed a ‘pervasive
political faltering’ among the ‘erstwhile revolutionary left’).2? It denoted a
concept that promised to demystify not just political discourse, but also the
whole gamut of intellectual life and the social functions of culture from the
high arts right down to vernacular speech and the rituals of everyday life.2! Most

15  Bermingham 1987, p. 5.

16 ‘The Poverty of Theory: or an Orrery of Errors, and ‘Afternote’, in Thompson 1978, pp. 193—
397, 402—6. For a measured critique, see Anderson 1980. For the debate and further
bibliography, see the section ‘Culturalism: The Debate around The Poverty of Theory), in
Samuel (ed.) 1981, pp. 375—408. Thompson vehemently rejected the label of ‘culturalism’
while acknowledging that he and Williams had become ‘very close indeed ... on critical
points of theory’ — Thompson 1978, p. 399.

17 Bermingham 1987, pp. 4, 195-6.

18  Thompson 1978, p. 299.

19 For a statement of principle by Rosenthal, see Rosenthal 1984, which catches the
embattled mood of the moment but does not address this issue.

20  Eagleton 199y, p. xii.

21 For a symptomatic example, see Blackburn (ed.) 1972.
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importantly, it would do much (if not everything) to explain why the majority of
the working class in advanced capitalist societies were so resistant to the appeal
of revolutionary socialism when the present scheme of things was so patently
contrary to their collective interests. And yet, as the author of a fine and widely
read exposition of the concept observed in 1979, ideology was ‘perhaps one of
the most equivocal and elusive concepts one can find in the social sciences’,?2
while a prominent Marxist critic had described it two years before as ‘one of
the least developed “regions” of Marxist theory’23

The degree of contestation around the concept was formidable.2* And the
focal point was certainly Althusser’s radical recasting of it in For Marx (1965)
and the essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ (1969),25 which exer-
ted enormous influence over debate in Britain for two decades. Althusser dis-
missed the vernacular Marxist idea of ideology as false consciousness — in fact
an equation Marx himself had never made despite his negative conception of
ideology’s functions.?6 Instead, he refigured it as the general principle of the
formation of all social subjects, which invariably defined ‘the imaginary rela-
tionship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’;?” at the same time,
he drew arigid demarcation between the realm of ideology and that of science.
This conception is scarcely less normative than the ‘false consciousness’ thesis
and made it hard to imagine how the experience of political struggle — all con-
ducted in the realm of ideology — fed in to the development of Marxist theory,
conceived as taking place in a self-contained sphere of truth production that
was philosophical in character, subjectless,?® and detached from empirical his-
torical inquiries. Althusser dissociated ideology from ‘ideas’ as such and saw it
rather as ideas inscribed in a whole range of social practices and institutions,
gathered under the umbrella of Ideological State Apparatuses.?? He also made

22 Larrainig79, p.13. For arecent history and survey of developments in the concept that sets
anew standard in important respects, see Rehmann 2014.

23 Hall1g77, p. 28. Another register of the notion’s complexity is the conference proceedings
recorded in Hénninen and Paldan (eds.) 1983 — for the context of which, see Rehmann
2014, Chapter 9.

24  Eagleton1gg1 identifies sixteen possible meanings of the term (pp. 1-2).

25  Althusser 2005; ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses) in Althusser 1971, pp. 121-73.
The latter essay, which first appeared in print in French in 1970, was extracted from a larger
work, On the Reproduction of Capitalism, published posthumously in1995 (Althusser 2014).

26 Larrain 1983, Chapter 1.

27  Althusser 197, p. 153.

28  Althusser 2014, p. 188.

29  Althusser 197, pp. 155-9.
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a useful distinction between ‘ideology in general, the ubiquitous principle of
subject interpellation, and ‘particular ideologies’, which ‘always express class
positions’30

There is no need to rehearse the larger criticisms of Althusser’s theses here,3!
but two points need to be made to define my own position. First, Althusser
emphasised that his theory of ideology was conceived to address the question
of how labour power was reproduced in capitalist societies; the answer was
that ideology qualified subjects for their roles in relations of production. He
thus offered what appeared to be a functionalist argument that restricted all
ideologies to the work of interpellating class subjects.32 Second, beyond a use-
ful emphasis on the multiplicity and contradictoriness of different ideologies,
Althusser had little to say about the production of particular ideologies or the
domain of what in other contexts would be called the sociology of knowledge.

The essays collected here were written under the sign of Géran Therborn’s
post-Althusserian theory of ideology, published in 1980, which, with two reser-
vations, remains for me persuasive. For Therborn, ideology refers to ‘that aspect
of the human condition under which human beings live their lives as conscious
actors in a world that makes sense to them to varying degrees. Ideology is the
medium through which this consciousness and meaningfulness operate.33 But
while Therborn accepts Althusser’s innovation in conceiving ideology as the
principle of subject formation, he corrects and adumbrates it in many import-
ant respects, endowing it with the meaningful theory of agency so signally
absent from Althusser’s conception.3* Thus Therborn introduces a dialectical
element into the concept of interpellation, arguing that interpellation does not
only involve the subjection of subjects to their social role, but also their qualific-
ation for meaningful action.3> He refuses the distinction between science and

30  Althusser 1971, p. 150.

31 Larrain 1979, pp. 154—64; Larrain 1983, pp. 91-100; Eagleton 1991, pp. 136—54; Rehmann 2014,
Chapter 6, and passim.

32  Isay‘appeared to be’ because Althusser emphatically rejected the charge of functionalism
in his ‘Note on the 154s), first published in a German translation in 1977, claiming that his
critics had missed his emphasis on the role of class struggle in the formation of ideologies
(Althusser 2014, pp. 218—20). Given the absence of any account of the proletarian class
struggle in ideology in the 1969 essay I think those who like me mistook his position as
functionalist can be forgiven the mistake. There is some address to the issue in the ‘Note
on the 1sas’ but it hardly makes for an adequate solution to a crucial problem. Cf. Rehmann
2014, pp. 152-5.

33  Therborn 1980, p. 2.

34  On Althusser’s theory, see Therborn 1980, pp. 8-9, 10, 1617, 85, 104.

35  Therborn 1980, pp. 17-18.
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ideology as mutually exclusive categories, and points out that the scientificity
or truth of a discourse does not preclude it functioning to ideological effect.
Moreover, human beings have the capacity to judge on certain truth claims,
whether they are ideological or not.36 Ideologies are multiple and protean, they
‘differ, compete, and clash, and they are not reducible to class ideologies — even
if in class societies any given set of ideologies is overdetermined by class rela-
tions.3” Thus ideologies of gender, race, religion, and philosophy, for instance,
all have their place and Therborn faults Althusser in his assumption that the
relationship between class groups and particular ideologies is simply transpar-
ent.38

My reservations are as follows. Therborn is insistent that the notion of
‘interests’ should be discarded as a ‘utilitarian residue’ in Marxism, since it
implies ‘normative conceptions of what is good and bad and conceptions
of what is possible and impossible’ as ‘given in the reality of existence’ and
only accessible through ‘true knowledge of the latter’3° I agree that Marxist
analyses have often invoked class interests in a reductive, crassly materialist
sense, which does not do justice to the complexity and historical specificity
of human needs and desires. But I am not convinced that the concept can be
simply jettisoned or that the notion of exploitation (which remains central to
Therborn’s thinking) is intelligible without it. And how else are we to explain
the principle by which ‘different classes select different forms of non-class
ideologies'?40

In Therborn’s scheme of things ideological production has ‘relative auton-
omy’. At the same time, he argues that ‘intellectuals, specialists in discursive
practice, are institutionally linked to social classes) their formation as distinct
groups is one ‘aspect of the social division of labour’* Although this is an
improvement on Althusser, it does little to advance the problem of the class
determination of particular ideologies, or again, to understanding the soci-
ology of knowledge. We have at least to recognise that those qualified for the
role of ‘specialists in discursive practice’ have either made a sincere ‘accom-
modation’ to or discovered a ‘sense of representation’ in the established social
order — or at least accept the need to pretend to such.*?> Correspondingly, they

36  Therborn 1980, pp. 33—4.

37  Therborn 1980, pp. 26, 27, 38.

38  Therborn 1980, pp. 8-9.

39  Therborn 1980, p. 5. See also pp. 10, 71.

40  Therborn 1980, p. 39.

41 Therborn 1980, p. 72.

42 On‘accommodation’ and ‘sense of representation, see Therborn 1980, pp. 95—7.
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are motivated to produce forms of discourse that promote and legitimate the
interest of the ruling class or group, whether or not this entails ‘false or decept-
ive beliefs’43 Eagleton is surely correct when he writes that ideology must have
some ‘specific connotations of power-struggle and legitimation, structural dis-
semblance and mystification) or the term becomes vacuous.**

The essays in the first part of this volume were conceived as attempts to
consider as ideology the specialist belief systems that informed the produc-
tion and reception of early nineteenth-century British landscape painting. My
argument is that these practices were represented through distinct forms of
discourse,*> namely philosophical criticism — the nascent aesthetics generated
by the empiricist philosophies that dominated systematic thinking among the
hegemonic class groups and their ideologues — and the academic theory of
painting, which acquired increasing authority through the professionalisation
of the painter’s craft in the eighteenth century. (These may be conceived in
Gramsci’s terms as the products of ‘traditional intellectuals’ and ‘organic intel-
lectuals), respectively).#6 As I argue in Chapters One and Two, these discourses
were cognate but distinct, in some ways mutually supportive in other ways ant-
agonistic, or at least in tension. Both can be considered as forms of ‘science’, in
that both articulated the highest understanding of the phenomena of aesthetic
reception and pictorial practice available in the society in question. At the same
time, they represented ‘the promotion and legitimation’ of the interests of the
social groups concerned, and in the case of philosophical criticism of the most
powerful social groups.

‘Cultural Philanthropy and the Invention of the Norwich School, which
makes up Chapter Five, was conceived as a study of the origins and forma-
tion of an ideological figure, and the way this assumed material existence in
Althusser’s sense through texts, exhibitions, art collecting, and museumifica-
tion. This does not, of course, make it an Ideological State Apparatus — the attri-
bution of too many ideological structures to state power is a flaw in Althusser’s
theory — but it does point to its functions both in bolstering the hegemonic
power of a local bourgeoisie and within a larger nationalist discourse of Eng-
lishness that served class interests.

43 Eagleton 1991, pp. 28-9.

44  Eagleton 199, p. 110. See also Rehmann 2014, pp. 6-7.

45 For relations between ideology and discourse, see Eagleton 1991, Chapter 7; Rehmann 2014,
pp- 180-5.

46 Gramsci 1971, pp. 3—23.
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Ideology and the Work of Art

The relationship between such discourses as philosophical criticism and art
theory and the category of ideology seems straightforward enough; they may
both be denoted as ‘aesthetic ideologies’ that take a range of different mater-
ial forms from the academy and artist’s studio, to the exhibition room and the
house, to the rituals of travel and tourism and so forth. But the relationship
between artworks and the category is more complex and problematic. It raises
the question of whether art should simply be subsumed under ideology — as
some Marxists have argued*” — or whether it exceeds or falls outside it. In ‘Ideo-
logy and Ideological State Apparatuses’ Althusser included ‘Literature, the Arts,
sports, etc. under the ‘cultural 1sA’;*8 but in an earlier published letter he had
written that relations between art and ideology posed a very complicated and
difficult problem: 7 do not rank real art among the ideologies, although art does
have a quite particular and specific relationship with ideology’4° He expanded
on this claim: ‘Art (I mean authentic art, not works of an average or mediocre
level) does not give us knowledge in the strict sense ... but what it gives us does
nevertheless maintain a certain specific relationship with knowledge’ Signifi-
cant works of literature ‘make us see, perceive (but not know) something which
alludes to reality’5° Concise and undeveloped as they were, Althusser’s com-
ments on literature and art at least posited ‘real art’ as a category that stood
outside the negative functions of ideology as a mechanism of subjection and
proposed that it had some cognitive value, even if this necessarily fell short of
true knowledge as such.

The implications of Althusser’s theory for the Marxist study of literature
in its relative autonomy as a practice was that to achieve scientific status it
would have to be purged of all empiricism and humanism, ‘interpretation’
would be replaced by ‘explanation, and criticism superseded by the study of

47  Werckmeister 1973, pp. 505—6. Werckmeister has been a dogged and consistent defender
of this position, which draws its authority from The German Ideology. There are two
obvious responses: (1) should we accept a statement made in 1846 right at the emergence
of historical materialism as a theoretical doctrine as holding good for the mature Marx,
particularly since it was not published in Marx and Engels’s lifetime? (2) even if the
statement does represent a consistent position — and there are reasons to doubt that —
should that set unsurpassable limits on the development of Marxist thought on aesthetic
matters given that Marx left no systematic exposition of his aesthetic views?

48  Althusser 197, p. 137.

49  Althusser, ‘A Letter on Art in Reply to André Daspre’ (April 1966), in Althusser 1971, p. 203.

50  Althusseri97i, p. 204.
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‘literary production’ Two notable texts advanced this programme — though in
very different idioms — Pierre Macherey’s Theory of Literary Production (1966)
and Terry Eagleton’s Criticism and Ideology (1976).5!

For Macherey, writing of the novel,

Even though ideology itself always sounds solid, copious, it begins to
speak of its own absences because of its presence in the novel, its vis-
ible and determinate form. By means of the text it becomes possible to
escape from the domain of spontaneous ideology, to escape from the false
consciousness of self, of history, and of time ... Art, or at least literature,
because it naturally scorns the credulous view of the world, establishes
myth and illusion as visible objects.52

In another place, Macherey speaks of a ‘real determinate disorder’ in the literary
work that relates to the disorder of ideology, ‘which cannot be organized into
a system, for ‘the order which it [the work] professes is merely an imagined
order, projected on to disorder, the fictive resolution of ideological conflicts, a
resolution so precarious that it is obvious in the very letter of the text where
incoherence and incompleteness burst forth'53 As in psychoanalysis, gaps in
the text arise because of what ideology cannot mention, but in the novel
ideology ‘begins to speak of its own absences’; the unconscious of the work —
which is ‘the play of history beyond its edges’ — is displayed ‘in a kind of
splitting’ within it.5*

Eagleton, who in Criticism and Ideology offers a very fine-grained critique
of Althusser and Macherey’s theory of literature, noted the vague and rhetor-
ical character of Althusser’s formulations and suggested that it was ‘as though
the aesthetic must still be granted mysteriously privileged status, but now
in embarrassedly oblique style’5 Picking up on Althusser’s unelaborated dis-
tinction between ‘authentic art’ and ‘works of an average or mediocre level,
Eagleton devoted the final essay of his book to the question of aesthetic value,

51 Macherey1978; Eagleton 1998.

52 Macherey 1978, pp. 132—3. See also, pp. 60, 64.

53  Macherey 1978, p. 155. On the contradictoriness of ideologies, cf. Althusser 2014, pp. 194,
199200, 219; Rehmann 2014, pp. 260, 287.

54  Macherey 1978, pp. 94, 132.

55  Eagleton 1998, p. 84. For Althusser and Macherey more generally, see pp. 82—101. Eagleton
has retrospectively acknowledged the book’s indebtedness to Althusserianism at the same
time as stressing his reservations about Althusser’s work more broadly. See Eagleton and
Beaumont 2009, pp. 133—6.
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arguing that this was a question Marxist criticism could not dodge and for
which it had to provide a ‘materialist explanation’5¢ Building on Macherey’s for-
mulations he suggested that the aesthetic was not ‘some hierarchical division
of levels within the work’, but rather ‘a matter of the work’s irreducibility to the
historic-ideological of which it is the product’. Works transcended their imme-
diate moment of production not because they were ‘universal, but because the
specific circumstances of their making allowed them to make the ‘depths and
intricacies’ of a complex ideological conjuncture ‘vividly perceptible’ in ‘a play
of textual significations’57 Ideology, inscribed in the very substance of the work,
was paradoxically what gave it its value.

How far were these theses transferrable to the visual arts? Literary criti-
cism, Macherey remarked, was quite different from other forms of art criticism
because the medium of its objects was language: ‘Neither music nor painting is
alanguage ... among all forms of artistic expression, literature alone is related to
language, even though it is not itself a language’>® Elsewhere he noted that the
literary work, while it imitated ‘the everyday language which is the language
of ideology’, was also an ‘autonomous entity’ that had to be marked off from
both ‘scientific propositions’ and ‘everyday speech’5® For Eagleton, literature
was perhaps ‘the most revealing mode of experiential access to ideology that
we possess’.69 This poses a problem for Marxist art history in that although one
might speak of a kind of image vernacular — particularly with the proliferation
of images in advanced capitalist societies — images, for all their subtlety and
suasive power, do not provide the universal medium of self-reflection, com-
municable thought, or interpersonal communication in the way language does.
Correspondingly, the theory of the iconic sign is far less developed than that of
the linguistic sign and the connections between the two are far from straight-
forward.6!

The sole attempt to theorise a scientific history of art on Althusserian prin-
ciples was Nicos Hadjinicolaou’s Art History and Class Struggle, first published

56  Eagleton 1998, p.162.

57 Eagleton 1998, pp. 177-8.

58  Macherey 1978, p.136.

59  Macherey 1978, p. 59. Althusser himself clearly thought paintings could have effects ana-
logous to those he ascribed literature — see his essay ‘Cremonini, Painter of the Abstract),
in Althusser 1971, pp. 209—20. For a commentary on this text, see Sprinker 1987, pp. 284—7.

60  Eagleton 1998, p. 101.

61 But see Goodman 1981; and ‘Critique of Iconism), in Eco 1979, pp. 191—217. For a recent
critique of Goodman'’s theory of the image from a phenomenological perspective, see
Wiesing 2010, pp. 21-3.
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in French in 1973, which also remains the only ‘how to do it’ book of Marx-
ist art history. Although the author was no less emphatic than Macherey in
distinguishing the true Marxist perspective from all empiricist, humanist, and
historicist deviations, the book is more in dialogue with both bourgeois mod-
els of art history and the work of earlier self-styled Marxist historians than A
Theory of Literary Production is with their literary equivalents. This is because
although Hadjinicolaou regarded the art history of Wolfflin and the Vienna
School as unscientific — pre-scientific might be more accurate — he accepted
its premise that the fundamental subject matter of the discipline is style. (This
is not to say that Hadjinicolaou dismisses iconology — he acknowledged it as a
‘technique’ in art history — but he found Panofsky’s philosophical problematic
‘highly questionable’ and the method became ‘dubious’ when it pretended to
cover the discipline as a whole.)®2 In this respect, Hadjinicolaou followed the
line of thinking pursued by two Hungarian Marxist art historians who came
out of the Budapest Sunday Circle, Frederick Antal and Arnold Hauser, namely
that the way to Marxify art history was by establishing a sociology of artistic
styles that linked them with the specific outlooks (that is the ideologies) of
particular classes or class fractions. Hauser had already published an import-
ant essay on the value of the concept of ideology for the history of art in his
1958 book The Philosophy of Art History,%3 but although this anticipated several
of Hadjinicolaou’s theses it did so in the language of humanist and historicist
Marxism and he found it unsatisfactory.6* By contrast, he hailed Antal as having
produced the ‘only important studies’ that ‘laid the foundations for a science
of art history’ and affirmed the ‘scientific rigor of his insights’65 Nonetheless,
even Antal was guilty of a humanistic error in his apparent assumption ‘that
the ideology of a social class ... is “translated” through the medium of the artist
into the realm of art), and he also tended to accord too much importance to
subject matter in defining the ideology of a picture and used imprecise terms
such as ‘philosophy’, ‘outlook’, and ‘ideas, when what he had really meant was
ideology.6¢

62  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 44—9.

63  ‘The Sociological Approach: The Concept of Ideology in the History of Art’ in Hauser 1963,
pp. 21-40. Hauser proposed a rather tighter set of formulations in Hauser 1971.

64  Hadjinicolaou 1978, p.19, n. 1.

65  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 79, 8o.

66  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 92—3. Antal’s theoretical statements are disappointingly bland by
comparison with the sharpness of his specific historical studies — see his ‘Remarks on the
Method of Art History), in Antal 1966, pp. 175-89. Hadjinicolaou drew his understanding
of Antal’s method primarily from Antal 1948.
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Hadjinicolaou’s remedy for Antal’s lack of precision was to introduce the
term ‘visual ideology’ in place of style. (The original French term ‘idéologie
imagée’ is preferable in that it suggests something more tied to the iconic
sign).87 ‘The ideology of a picture, Hadjinicolaou wrote, ‘is literally a visual
ideology and not a political or literary ideology; it can only be found within
the limits of a picture’s two dimensions, even though at the same time it has
specific links with other kinds of ideology which may be literary, political,
philosophical, and so on’.68 Although Hadjinicolaou did not claim (as Macherey
did of true art in the novel form) that in the art work ideology inadvertently
disclosed itself, he did distinguish between ‘positive or affirmative’ and ‘critical’
visual ideologies. In the case of the first, it was implied that there was no
contradiction between the visual form and the other types of ideology to which
the work referred, in the latter there was. Rubens’s Rape of Ganymede (c. 1636—
7; Prado, Madrid) was representative of the first, Rembrandt’s depiction of
the same theme (1635; Dresden, Gemildegalerie) was representative of the
second.%? It should be clear that Hadjinicolaou did not accord the visual arts,
or painting at least, the potentially revelatory role that Macherey, following
Althusser, accorded literature.

Style and visual ideology were synonymous, but in order to give style the
requisite scientific gravitas unnecessarily wordy terminology was proposed
with terms such as ‘early Renaissance visual ideology’, ‘baroque visual ideology’,
or even ‘the visual ideology of the bourgeois portrait at the end of the eight-
eenth and beginning of the nineteenth century’. Once the general principle was
established, nothing was gained by these cumbersome locutions. Moreover, in
fact style and visual ideology were not quite synonymous in that Hadjinicol-
aou defined the latter as ‘a specific combination of the formal and thematic
elements of a picture through which people express the way they relate their
lives to the conditions of their existence, a combination which constitutes a
particular form of the overall ideology of a social class.’® Thus iconology —

67  The translator noted there was a problem — Hadjinicolaou 1978, p. 95 n. It becomes
particularly evident if one compares the discussion of the term in relation to dictionary
definitions of ‘visual’ in the English edition and ‘image’ in the French. Cf. Hadjinicolaou
1978, pp. 94—5, with Hadjinicolaou 1973, p. 106. Of course the concept of image is also
unstable, referring as it does to both several varieties of sign and some notion of a distinct
kind of mental event that in itself can only be construed in terms that are culturally
inflected.

68  Hadjinicolaou 1978, p. 16.

69  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 147-8, 163—9.

70  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 95-6.
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‘thematic elements’ — came in through the backdoor and its precise role in
relation to style remained undefined.

For Hadjinicolaou, the Marxist history of art would be nothing other than
the history of visual ideologies. But unlike styles in bourgeois art history, these
could not be associated with individual artists, regions or nations; they applied
solely to classes since ‘the fundamental function of ideology is determined
by class relations’” Individual artistic agency was just a bourgeois delusion.
Moreover, different classes could not share the same visual ideology, presum-
ably because the ‘structural principles’ of each style derived from the ideo-
logy of a specific social group,” leaving the great challenge for art history as
defining the different class fractions to which the different visual ideologies
belonged.” Value had no place in this scheme of things. Hadjinicolaou anti-
cipated that philosophical aesthetics would follow the philosophy of history
into the trashcan of bourgeois illusions.” Aesthetic pleasure was simply a mat-
ter of an individual’s ideological self-recognition in a work. Displeasure arose
from non-recognition.”

Hadjinicolaou acknowledged the ‘schematic character’ of Art History and
Class Struggle and its ‘uncertain terminology’.”6 Indeed, for all its impressive
learning and sometimes incisive judgments on earlier art-historical method, it
has the feel of a book written in haste and the English version received some
sharply critical reviews from the left.”” If I have returned to it more than forty
years after its first publication it is because it raises fundamental problems
about the objects and methods of Marxist art history that are still pertinent.
In spite of Hadjinicolaou’s dismissal of the aesthetic, unlike much run of the
mill social history of art he does acknowledge art production as a distinct form
of practice with relative autonomy and a kind of critical purchase on the world
in some instances.”®

Yet even leaving aside the fundamental (and interrelated) problems of his
rigid Althusserian stance on ideology and individual agency, there are unre-

71 Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 98, 11.

72 Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 102, 64 n. 14.

73 Hadjinicolaou 1978, p. 107. I have substituted the more common term ‘fractions’ for the
translator’s ‘sections’. The French term was ‘parties..

74  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 180-3.

75  Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 178—9.

76  Hadjinicolaou 1978, p.197.

77  See Berger 1978; Tagg 1978; Wallach 1981.

78  Hadjinicolaou himself was clear about the distinction between the social history of art
and the Marxist history of art — see Hadjinicolaou 1986.
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solved issues that invalidate the conception of ‘idéologie imagée’ or at least
demand its modification. First, Hadjinicolaou assumes a genetic relationship
between stylistic forms and the ideology of particular classes or class frac-
tions, but the principle by which different groups select different styles is
not defined. This can only be the result of some form of homology between
pictorial form and ideas — as for instance, when Hadjinicolaou, following Antal,
refers to the ‘objective rationalism’ of David’s works of 1789—95;7° yet how the
suture between the linguistic material of ideology and the iconic sign occurs
remains a mystery. Homology — the idea of intuited correspondences between
specific cultural forms and larger ideological structures or social practices —
is an inescapable tool of Marxist cultural history, but it is obviously open to
the charge of impressionism and is more associated with the organicist strand
in Frankfurt School Marxism, which was antithetical to the Althusserian cur-
rent.80

Like Therborn, I find it implausible to make genetic connections between
specific ideologies and specific class groups for the most part — which is not
to say that certain ideas are not especially adapted to the interests of par-
ticular classes or class fractions in particular circumstances. In any case, the
essentialist correspondence Hadjinicolaou proposes between ideologies and
class groups founders on his awareness of the polysemy of the visual sign:
‘This investment of a positive visual ideology with multiple aesthetic ideolo-
gies, contemporary or posterior, is a characteristic of the whole history of image
production. This is because the positive visual ideology of a work is of neces-
sity “polyvocal” or “polyvalent”’8! Nor was this problem confined to the visual
arts, since, as Macherey had acknowledged in a passage Hadjinicolaou quoted,
multiplicity of potential meanings was also characteristic of the literary work,
even without the iconic sign’s particular slipperiness in this regard.82 Neither
Macherey nor Hadjinicolaou seem to have been aware of Volosinov’s concep-
tion of the sign as an inherently mutable entity, a site of conflict in the arena of

79  Hadjinicolaou 1978, p. 116.

80  On homology, see Raymond Williams’s critical presentation of the concept in Williams
1977, pp. 103—7. Cf. Eagleton’s related critique of ‘adjacentism’ in Eagleton 1998, pp. 171—
2.

81  Hadjinicolaou 1978, p. 162. I have corrected the translation of the first of these sentences.
The second was added for the English edition. For the classic discussion of polysemy in
images, see ‘Rhetoric of the Image’ in Barthes 1977, p. 39.

82  Macherey 1978, pp. 78—9, quoted in a different translation, in Hadjinicolaou 1978, pp. 141-
2. The point is reinforced by a quotation from Louis Marin about the multiple codes of the
pictorial sign that Hadinicolaou cites p. 142 n. 7.
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class struggle because class and ‘sign community’ do not correspond and the
sign is invariably ‘multi-accentual’83

The main alternative to Hadjinocolaou was offered by the work of T.J. Clark.
If this was more appealing that may have been partly because Clark did not
set out his theoretical stall in such elaborate and dogmatic terms and preferred
to concentrate on concrete analyses of unparalleled brilliance.8* The oft-cited
position statement ‘On the Social History of Art, which forms the first chapter
of Clark’s Image of the People (1973), is essayistic and combative rather than
systematic. But although it does not announce itself as a contribution to the
Marxist theory of art, it was certainly widely read as such. By contrast with
Hadjinicolaou’s negation of the artist-creator, Clark insisted that ‘the encounter
with history and its specific determinations is made by the artist himself’8> —
a principle that was demonstrated in the partly biographical presentation of
both Image of the People and its companion volume The Absolute Bourgeois
(1973). Rather than assuming a correspondence between style and ideology,
Clark stressed the complexity of relations between the two and the need for
the ‘history of mediations’ to be written, since ‘what I want to explain are
the connecting links between artistic form, the available systems of visual
representation, the current theories of art, other ideologies, social classes, and
more general historical structures and processes’.86

The very term ‘mediation’ put Clark at odds with Althusserianism, since
for Althusser the concept was an ideological residue from eighteenth-century
philosophy that had nothing to do with Marx.87 And yet Clark’s observation
on the relationship between the artwork and ideology was reminiscent of
Macherey’s formulations: ‘A work of art may have ideology (in other words,
those ideas, images, and values which are generally accepted as dominant) as
its material, but it works that material; it gives it a new form and at certain
moments that new form is in itself a subversion of ideology’8® This idea was
further elaborated in the lengthier reflection on ideology Clark offered in an
article of the following year. While he did not embrace the principle that ‘ideo-
logy in general’ interpellated social subjects and claimed no specific theoretical
loyalty, he insisted on the artwork’s relations with the ‘ideological materials’
that represented the conflict of social classes:

83  Volo$inov1973, p. 23.

84  The best account of Clark’s thought in this period is in Day 2011, pp. 40-51.
85  Clarkig73 (2), p.13.

86  Clarkig73 (2), p.12.

87  Althusser and Balibar 1970, pp. 62-3.

88  Clarkig73 (2), p.13.



THEORETICAL APOLOGIA 19

The work of art stands in a quite specific relation to these ideological
materials. Ideology is what the picture is, and what the picture is not.
(We might say that ‘style’ is the form of ideology: and that indicates the
necessity and the limitations of a history of styles.) Ideology is the dream-
content, without the dream work. And even though the work itself — the
means and materials of artistic production — is determinate, fixed within
ideological bounds, permeated by ideological assumptions; even so, the
fact that work is done is crucial. Because the work takes a certain set of
technical procedures and traditional forms, and makes them the tools
with which to alter ideology — to transcribe it, to represent it. This can be
anodyne, illustration: we are surrounded by duplicates of ideology: but
the process of work creates the space in which, at certain moments, an
ideology can be appraised. The business of ‘fitting’ ideological materials
most tightly, most completely into the forms and codes which are appro-
priate to the technical materials at hand is also a process of revealing
the constituents — the historical, separable constituents, normally hid-
den behind the veil of naturalness — of these ideological materials. It is
a means of testing them, of examining their grounds.8?

I have quoted this passage at length because it represents the most soph-
isticated statement of the qualitative basis on which artworks are to be dis-
tinguished in relation to ideological conflicts of their moment of produc-
tion. However, like Macherey’s kindred propositions it seems more apposite
in relation to art of the modern period, in which artists have often assumed
a self-consciously critical stance in relation to society, than it does to art of
earlier epochs. This was confirmed by the important article Clark published on
Manet'’s Olympia in Screen in 1980, which reveals both the depth of engagement
with Screen theory among many Marxist art historians at that moment — Clark’s
argument about the meaning of the painting is constructed in semiotic terms —
and that the author’s primary concern was with questions of modernism and
avant-garde in relation to the contemporary situation of critical art practice.%®
Although Clark had instanced the work of Vermeer to illustrate how art could
exploit ‘the fact that any ideology is by its nature incoherent’®! it was unclear

89  Clarkiggs, pp. 251—2. The very term ‘artistic creation’ — with its intimations of the unique
humanist subject — reads like a slap at Macherey and Hadjinicolaou.

go  Clark1980 (1). Pushed on the argument of the work by a critical response from Peter Wollen
(Wollen 1980), Clark sought to clarify his criterion of value with reference to an ill-defined
quality of ‘vividness’ in works that were successful — see Clark 1980 (2), p. 98.

91  Clark1ggs, p. 252.
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how useful his criterion of value would be in relation to the art of pre-capitalist
social formations, given that in some accounts the spread of capitalist relations
and the penetration of the commodity form into more and more aspects of life
had altered the character of ideology in profound ways.

Ideology and the Aesthetic: Adorno

Macherey and Hadjinicolaou’s aversion to aesthetics was superficially para-
doxical in that Althusser’s major achievement was generally understood as a
reawakened concern with the philosophical presuppositions of Marxism. But
Althusser’s reconceptualisation of Marx was so rationalist and scientistic, so
epistemology-centred, that it could only accommodate art as a kind of special
appendage to the domains of theory and ideology in which the normal rules
were partially suspended, but not enough to qualify science’s predominance.
His insistence that there was an ‘epistemological break’ (a concept borrowed
from Gaston Bachelard) between Marxist science and earlier ‘prescientific the-
oretical practice’ did not permit a sense of Marxism as itself the outcome of
a dialectical process; in any case Althusser claimed that the rupture between
the Marxian and Hegelian dialectics was no less absolute than the break in
other areas. By contrast, the most imposing Marxist contribution to aesthet-
ics — Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, which appeared in its first English translation
in 1984 — assumed precisely the dialectical relationship between earlier bour-
geois achievements in the field and its Marxist development that Althusser’s
epistemological break precluded. Aesthetic Theory is, amongst other things, an
extended meditation on the aesthetics of Kant and Hegel and an attempt to go
beyond the opposition of their respective stances.

The category of ideology stalks the pages of Aesthetic Theory — logically so
since art and ideology are no less related in Adorno’s system than they are
in Althusser’s. But if for him the phenomenon is just as pervasive, Adorno’s
conceptualisation of it is very different. Althusser, it will be recalled, emphas-
ised the role of Ideological State Apparatuses in the reproduction of ideology,
among them being the churches, schools, the family, the law, the political sys-
tem, the trade unions, the arts and sports, and what he called ‘the commu-
nications 1SA (press, radio and television, etc.).%? By contrast, it is the last of
these, denominated as the Culture Industry, that for Adorno does the primary
work of ideological inculcation, and he makes no reference to the state, polit-

92 Althusser 1971, pp. 136—7.
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ical interests, or active class power in the direction or circumscription of their
work. Moreover, ideology is not a principle of subject formation in all societies,
it is specific to modern urban market economies, for ‘where purely immedi-
ate relations of power predominate’ as in slave or feudal economies ‘there are
really no ideologies’®® Without recognition of the problem of socially consti-
tuted sources of cognitive error and of the role of ideas in maintaining injustice
and preventing the realisation of a rational society — which only emerges in
the modern period in the thought of philosophers such as Bacon and Helve-
tius — there would be no conception of ideology; its very existence depends on
a society that knows it is in need of justification and defence. For Adorno, the
ideologies of totalitarian societies are not ‘ideology in the proper sense’ because
they do not depend on ‘content and coherence’ and claim no autonomy or
consistency, they are simply ‘approved views decreed from above’ which main-
tain their sway through force. True ideology entails relationships of power that
are not understood by power itself.* For Adorno it is not the state machinery
but the multiple techniques of dissemination at the disposal of the culture
industry, particularly film and television, which are the real threat to critical
thought; these comprise ‘a closed system’ under centralised control that exerts
‘indescribable power’.%> The media teach ‘models of a behaviour which submits
to the overwhelming power of the existing conditions’; ‘individuals experience
themselves as chess pieces’ and can envision no alternative.®¢

In this world of reification dominated by standardised cultural products that
appeal to atavistic instincts and affirm incessantly that there is no alternative to
things as they are, the modern artwork is one of the few things that can unsettle
ideology’s pervasive spell. But this does not mean that in art truth and ideology
can be neatly separated from one another; they are inextricably linked.%” Even
s0, ‘in artworks that are to their very core ideological, truth content can assert
itself. Ideology, socially necessary semblance, is by this same necessity also the
distorted image of the true. A threshold that divides the social consciousness

93 Adorno 1972, pp. 189, 190. This text is attributed to Adorno, with acknowledgment of
Horkheimer’s role in its formulation, as ‘Beitrag zur Ideologienlehre’, in Adorno’s Gesam-
melte Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, Frankfurt a M: Suhrkamp, 20 vols., 1997, vol. 8, p. 457
n. 1. For elucidations of Adorno’s theory of ideology, see Eagleton 1991, pp. 126-8; Jarvis
1998, pp. 64-7.

94  Adorno 1972, pp. 90-91.

95  Adorno 1972, pp. 200, 201

96  Adorno 1972, p. 202. For a critique of Adorno and Horkheimer’s position, see Rehmann
2014, pp. 90—-98.

97  Adorno 1972, p. 234.
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of aesthetics from the philistine is that aesthetics reflects the social critique of
the ideological in artworks, rather than mechanically reiterating it’.98

The meaning of artworks for Adorno is their ‘truth content’ — where ‘all
aesthetic questions terminate’ — and this can only be apprehended philosoph-
ically.9% Simon Jarvis has remarked on the gulf separating art history from
aesthetics in Adorno’s thought, yet at the same time his aesthetics contains
far more art history than most aesthetic systems.!° General theories of the
aesthetic necessarily miss what is interesting in the artwork, and aesthetics
had come to seem obsolete because ‘it scarcely ever confronted itself with its
object’19! Philosophical interpretation of artworks, separate from history and
from immanent engagement with the works, leads only to circularity.!°2 On
the other hand, ‘contemplation that limits itself to the artwork fails it’, since
every artwork is the ‘nexus of a problem’193 It is the enigmatic character of the
artwork’s truth content that makes philosophy the necessary medium of inter-
pretation, and this grasping of truth necessarily entails critique.1®* But the truth
of philosophy itself cannot be understood separately from the ‘misfortune of
history’ and the truth content of artworks, on which any assessment of their
value depends, is historical through and through.1%5 Thus in Adorno’s aesthet-
ics, art, philosophy and history are locked in an inextricable embrace.

In the draft introduction to Aesthetic Theory Adorno writes that the explan-
ation of art ‘is achieved methodically through the confrontation of historical
categories and elements of aesthetic theory with artistic experience, which cor-
rect one another reciprocally’.l°6 However, despite his admiration for Hauser’s
Social History of Art, for him a ‘noncontradictory theory of the history of art’ was
inconceivable.197 1 take it that part of this contradiction is that in the end there
will always be something about the artwork that eludes art history’s explan-
ations and that this something is crucial to its truth. Indeed, systematic art

98  Adorno 1997, p. 233.

99  Adorno 1997, pp. 131, 335, 341.

100 Jarvis 1998, p. 91. I owe a great deal to the discussion of Adorno’s aesthetic thought in
chapters 3—4 of this book. For Adorno, the task of the individual sciences such as art
history is research, whereas that of philosophy is interpretation. See Adorno 1977, pp. 125—
6.

101 Adorno 1997, p. 333-

102 Adorno 1997, p. 180.

103 Adorno 1997, p. 348. See also pp. 6, 358.

104 Adornoig97, p.128.

105 Adorno 1997, pp. 352, 192.

106 Adorno 1997, p. 353-

107 Adorno 1997, p. 210.
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history will betray the artwork precisely because of its systematic ambitions,
which are inimical to the inherent heterogeneity of its object.

Adorno is emphatic that the understanding of artworks is not distinct from
their ‘genetic explanation, but at the same time he insists understanding and
explanation are not the same because understanding misses ‘the nonexplanat-
ory level of the spontaneous fulfillment of the work’198 Art scholarship’s tend-
ency to confound artworks with their genesis makes it alien to art, although
its familiar notions of art’s causation are still granted some explanatory func-
tion.199 Adorno does not write out the agency of the artist in the way Macherey
and Hadjinicolaou do, but even so he places little weight on artists’ intentions,
on their ‘often apocryphal and helpless theories, on ‘biographical accident-
alness, or Diltheyan notions of ‘lived experience’'® Artworks are produced
through the development of the idea, to which the individual life circum-
stances of artists are generally of little moment. They are ‘coconstructed by the
opposition of the artistic material, by their own postulates, by historically con-
temporary models and procedures that are elemental to a spirit that may be
called ... objective’"! Thus an artist’s intentions are hardly ever decisive for the
artwork because the impersonal resources of technique have primacy and a
work’s truth content is not coincident with the consciousness or intention of
its author.12

Neither is meaning to be discovered through that favourite of the positivistic
social history of art, reception history, since the work of art’s primary relation to
society is through production — although reception should not be completely
neglected either.!® Similarly, artworks cannot be ‘described or explained in
terms of the categories of communication) since it is as labour that ‘the sub-
ject in art comes into its own’"* Moreover, in the present situation it is not
the messages of artworks that need to be comprehended but their ‘incompre-
hensibility’"> Those who consider art only from the perspective of compre-

hension turn it into something ‘straightforward’ that is ‘furthest from what it
is’116

108 Adorno 1997, p. 350.

109 Adorno 1997, p. 179.

110 Adorno 1997, pp. 347, 346.
111 Adorno 1997, p. 345.

112 Adorno 1997, pp. 60, 128, 151.
113 Adorno 1997, pp. 228, 193.
114 Adorno 1997, pp. 109, 166.
115 Adorno 1997, p. u18.

116 Adorno 1997, p. 122.
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Art’s value for Adorno lies in the fact that it ‘remains something mimetic
in a world of administered rationality’ — ‘mimetic’ implying an attempt to
know the object by being like it, a mode of cognition that is characteristic
of cultures that have not yet succumbed to the overwhelming tendency to
rationality and abstraction that accompanies the dominance of the commodity
economy.!'” Successful artworks — and in Adorno’s eyes there is no other kind,
the unsuccessful simply fail to be art — are inherently critical, inherently in
opposition to society.'® This is what makes the autonomy of art so central to
Adorno’s aesthetics. Although for him, characteristically, ‘art is autonomous
and is not, which is to say that art’s autonomy is socially constituted.!® It is
form that is the basis of this autonomy and form is correspondingly the central
concept of aesthetics.!?? But nothing could be further from Adorno’s project
than formalism or aestheticism. Indeed, form for him is ‘sedimented content’
and represents ‘the social relation in the artwork’12!

In his essay on ‘Art and the Arts, Adorno acknowledged that he was ‘accus-
tomed to relating aesthetic experiences to the realm of art with which [he] was
most familiar, namely music, and it would be worth considering how far his
consistent emphasis on the cognitive import of form — which led him to claim
that the ‘tour de force’ of Beethoven’s great works is ‘literally Hegelian?2 — does
not partly derive from the centrality of music to his thought. Which is also to
say that like many aesthetic systems, Adorno’s matches better with some arts
than others, and that he does not seem to have been particularly well-informed
on the visual arts. But leaving this issue aside, for him modernism’s ‘emancip-
ation of form’ held good for all the arts and had led to the ‘elimination of the
principle of representation in painting and sculpture’!23

For Adorno, painting and music are both languages, but they became more
language like the less they tried to imitate the linguistic arts or to commu-
nicate specific things: ‘Painting and music speak by virtue of the way they
are constructed, not by the act of representing themselves; they speak all the
more clearly, the more profoundly and thoroughly they are composed in them-
selves, and the figures of this essential form are their writing ... The similarity

117 Adorno 1997, p. 53

118 Adorno 1997, pp. 18, 225.

119 Adorno 1997, p. 6.

120 This is so because ‘art needs something heterogeneous in order to become art. — see
Adorno 1967, p. 375.

121 Adorno 1997, pp. 5, 255.

122 Adorno 1997, p.185.

123 Adorno 1997, pp. 145, 90.
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to language increases with the decrease in communication’!?# This matches
with Adorno’s claim elsewhere that ‘the more ruthlessly artworks draw the
consequences from the contemporary condition of consciousness, the more
closely they themselves approximate meaninglessness’?% The truths of art are
non-propositional — ‘no message is to be squeezed out of Hamlet2 — they con-
stitute simply the intimation that things could be different. Thus when Adorno
refers to the ‘social critique of the ideological in artworks?” he does not mean
the exposure of a particular class interest or the incoherence of ideology that
Macherey or Clark propose authentic works of art may effect, but rather a
gesture that illuminates the crushing pressure of reification and instrumental
reason advanced capitalist societies generate.

Philosophically speaking, Althusser and Adorno seem at the antipodes of
Western Marxism,; the rigours of French rationalism as opposed to the subtle
dialectic of the Hegelian tradition; unrepentant Leninism set against a refusal
of party-political entanglements — though not of political speech, it should be
noted. Whereas Althusser’s emphasis was all on the profound rupture with
bourgeois thought required for the birthing of Marxist science, with Adorno
it is only through immanent critique of the bourgeois philosophical tradition
that one can hope to approach the truth of things and the over-privileging
of scientistic thinking is itself an aspect of reification. Whereas in Althusser’s
system art enjoys a privileged place, it is a marginal one in relation to the great
questions of epistemology and knowledge production; for Adorno art is central
to his philosophical project and to the very possibility of thinking critically in
current conditions. For Adorno art is ‘not an arbitrary cultural complement to
science but, rather, stands in critical tension to it’; it is ‘rationality that criticizes
rationality without withdrawing from it’128

No happy medium between these positions is possible or desirable; I
acknowledge that my own sympathies are more with Adorno. And yet although
the truth content of Adorno and Horkheimer’s theses on the culture industry
is borne out all around us as never before, the notion of subject formation they
offer is clearly inadequate.?® Here post-Althusserian theories of ideology such

124 Adorno 1995, p. 71. For the language character of artworks in Adorno, see also Jarvis 1998,
Pp- 102—4.

125 Adorno 1997, p. 340.

126 Adorno 1997, p.128.

127 Adorno 1997, p. 233.

128 Adorno 1997, pp. 231, 55.

129 See Adorno and Horkheimer 1979, pp. 120-67. Obviously Horkheimer’s role in the devel-
opment of these ideas must be acknowledged.
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as those of Therborn and Jan Rehmann have far more to offer in explaining
individual agency and the manifold sources of resistance to the status quo as
well as providing ways of conceptualising subject formation in pre-modern
societies. Further, Adorno’s conception of the artwork is too oriented to the
defence of modernist practices to be serviceable for the art of earlier periods
or indeed many epochs of non-European cultures. For him the gap between
tradition and modern art is unbridgeable because of the centrality of ‘the new’
to the latter; style in art is a thing of the past.13¢ Adorno’s point that artworks
are ‘perishable) that while they ‘constantly divulge new layers’ they also ‘age,
grow old, and die) is well taken. His statement, ‘many artworks of the past
and among them the most renowned are no longer to be experienced in any
immediate fashion)!®! should be inscribed over every museum portal. But if
the philosopher can only point to the deceptive character of aesthetic experi-
ence offered by such works, the art historian must still explain them.132 And
here the formulations of Macherey, Eagleton, and Clark on relations of art
and ideology, while certainly in need of further development, remain suggest-
ive. The arguments in Part Two of this book try to put these formulations to
the test. Further, if the ideological regime is more contradictory and less total
than the one Adorno projects, then works of art may play a less singular and
desperate role, may produce more varied critical experiences in the receptive
subject.

Why Naturalistic Landscape Painting?

Thanks in part to the largesse of the Yale Center for British Art and Paul Mellon
Centre for Studies in British Art, together with the support of Yale University
Press, historical research on British art has been a growth industry since I con-
ceived or wrote most of the essays that make up this book. The field has also
changed almost beyond recognition. A major factor in this regard, at least to
begin with, was the influence of a new interpretative paradigm in eighteenth-
century studies that was established by John Barrell’s The Political Theory of
Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt (1986) and David Solkin’s Painting for Money:
The Visual Arts and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century England (1993).
Both books involved a creative adaptation of J.G.A. Pocock’s concept of the

130 Adorno 1997, pp. 19, 206-7.

131 Adorno 1997, pp- 4, 348-9.

132 This is not to deny that fruitful methodological insights can be gleaned from Adorno’s
works of historical criticism such as Adorno 1981.
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civic humanist tradition in political thought, which defined the citizen as one
rendered independent by possession of inheritable freehold in land and the
right to bear arms in the public cause. Only such independent citizens could
attain political virtue and republics were prone to corruption if they became
dependent on powerful partial interests. Barrell argued that civic humanism
provided the political armature of the dominant theory of painting in Britain
from Shaftesbury’s Judgment of Hercules (1712) to the writings and lectures of
Benjamin Robert Haydon of the 1830s and 1840s; that there was in effect a
civic humanist theory of painting.!®® Less interested than Barrell in the mis-
match between the civic humanist conception of the polity and the actuality
of capitalist society, Solkin argued that in early Hanoverian Britain the civic
humanist discourse mutated into an ideology of ‘commercial humanism’ that
sustained the consolidation of bourgeois class power in the newly emergent
public sphere — Habermas being introduced to provide sociological bolster
to the argument. Painting for Money claims to show how artistic production
matched the requirements of art in eighteenth-century public life up to the
foundation of the Royal Academy in 1768.

Solkin described Painting for Money as ‘an account of ideology made vis-
ible’134 However, ideology is not a specifically Marxist concept, either in its
origins or subsequent development. I say this because whatever else Solkin’s
argument may be, it is not self-declaredly a Marxist one and given the dearth of
Marxist historiography in the book’s bibliography perhaps he did not intend it
as such. This inference is supported by the fact that class struggle barely figures
in his eighteenth century. Solkin quite rightly assumes a symbiosis between the
gentry and commercial and financial fractions of the bourgeoisie, which pro-
duced a common class culture that was both bourgeois and plutocratic, cemen-
ted by shared norms of ‘politeness’135 But this happy alliance seems to enjoy its
hegemony virtually uncontested since although Painting for Money acknow-
ledges tensions between ‘patricians and plebs), to borrow E.P. Thompson’s res-
onant terminology — and notably in the fine chapter on Vauxhall Gardens — the
political complaints from the growing ranks of the manufacturing and profes-

133 Ilaid out my objections to this hypothesis in my review of Barrell’s book — see Hemingway
1987. In retrospect I regret the ungenerous tone I adopted — partly the result of an
impatience with the Foucault vogue — but I still think my basic criticisms are correct.
Chapters 1 and 2 in this volume propose a different model for understanding eighteenth-
century discourses on art.

134  Solkin 1993, p. 276. For Solkin on method — and the utility of the concept of ideology — see
Solkin 1985.

135 For a fine sketch of this process, see Rogers 1979.
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sional middle class among whom norms of deference were already beginning
to break down don't get a look in until the Wilkes Affair in the 1760s. The
‘vaunted cultural consensus® Solkin attributes to eighteenth-century Eng-
land thus has a very brief lifespan and can only be maintained by ignoring the
levels of unrest among ‘the middling sort’ before it acquired a distinct class
voice.137

For Solkin, ideology is neatly functional so that texts by thinkers such as
Hutcheson, Hume, Kames, Millar, and Smith can all be raided for quotations
to sustain the proposition of a dominant ideology of ‘politeness’ that codified
bourgeois virtues in the public sphere. How ideology gets produced or by whom
and the means by which it gets transmitted are not, it seems, necessary ques-
tions.!38 For instance, the fact that many of the texts Solkin cites were produced
in Scotland, not England, receives no comment and Solkin has not observed
that the general tenor of Scottish social thought was not apologetic for com-
mercial societies, but frequently sceptical of them despite the perceived bene-
fits they brought. In this vision a single ideology operates like a Foucauldian
discourse with no outside so that the profound religious differences of the
period with all their class concomitants — which certainly bear on questions
of education and taste — pass unremarked.’®® The actual contingencies and
contradictions of ideological production and the complex mediations that link
artworks and ideologies are also largely unaddressed. While Solkin certainly
gave a holistic account that references both social division and political con-
cerns and one can only applaud his ambition, his adaptation of Pocock’s theory
of civic humanism has arguably contributed to de-Marxify the social history of
eighteenth-century British art. Given Pocock’s professed opposition to Marxist
interpretations of the period this is only consistent.140

136  Solkin 1993, p. 276.

137 ‘The Patricians and the Plebs’, in Thompson 1991, pp. 16—96. For dissentient voices among
the middling sort before 1760, see Rogers 1984; Rogers 1989; and Brewer 1980. For a very
different conception of the public sphere in this period, see Eley 1981, pp. 431-2, 434.

138  An exception is Solkin’s useful discussion of the beginnings of art criticism — Solkin 1993,
Pp- 247-59.

139 For instance, what is one to make of the following assertion: ‘By the mid-eighteenth
century it was widely agreed that the study of art could play a role in the socialization
process’ (Solkin 1993, p. 220)? How far down the social scale did this Whiggish proposition
apply? Did it extend equally to non-jurors, recusants, to both high church and low church,
and to the wide array of dissenting sects? After all, the last-named tended to prefer ‘useful
knowledge’ as an educational principle over the classical curriculum of Church of England
schools.

140 Obviously these sketchy comments are not intended as comprehensive appraisal of Paint-
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In a useful literature review, Douglas Fordham has argued that the hegemony
of the civic humanism/commercial humanism model has been challenged or
qualified by three other developments, namely growing bodies of scholarship
that address questions of the spatial dimension of cultural practices, of gender,
and of imperialism.1*! One could supplement this by noting both the absence of
work on the period that makes explicit reference to Marxist historical categor-
ies and the diffusion of the Visual Culture paradigm in this as in other areas of
art history — that is of scholarship that treats the category art and province of
aesthetics as simply one dimension of oppressive power relations and reduces
questions of artistic value to matters of sociology or identity. Thus whatever
contribution this large mass of scholarship makes to cultural history — and in
some instances it is a very large one — in important respects it is at odds with
the tradition of Western Marxism and the thought of Marx himself, for whom
both art and the aesthetic were essential constituents of the history and pos-
sible destiny of the human species.

Fordham has noted that if in the early 1990s the fiercest confrontations
in British art scholarship concerned the interpretation of eighteenth-century
art and culture, since then much of the most innovative work has been done
in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century fields. By this he does not mean
all aspects of the art of those centuries, but that rather nebulous category
Victorian Art and British modernism.!#? One area notably marginal to the
spurt of scholarly production over the last twenty years has been the moment
of Romanticism, something really rather extraordinary given that Romantic
landscape painting is one of the few aspects of British visual art that enjoys
a secure status in the larger scheme of Western artistic culture. This is not to
say that there has not been the usual string of exhibition catalogues and cata-

ing for Money, which merits far more extended consideration than I can offer here. My
complaint is not that an embourgeoisement of culture of the kind Solkin maps did not
take place, it is that it did not take place on the terms he proposes or by such a seamlessly
smooth process.

141 Fordham 2008. As Fordham acknowledges, for developments up to 1994 his review is
heavily indebted to Michael Kitson’s fine historiographical essay — Kitson 1994. In a
later article (Fordham 2012), he argues that the 1980s social history of British art was
generally negligent of issues of nation state and politics, and proposes that a ‘polit-
ical turn’ has taken place since 2001, particularly evident in important new scholar-
ship on British art’s role in providing ideological bolster to imperialism. Unfortunately,
he has nothing to say on the theories of the state and imperialism that underpin this
work.

142 Fordham 2008, p. 9o7.
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logue raisonnés, many of them very useful in their way. But there has been
no significant development of the conceptual paradigm for understanding
the art of the period circa 1790-1830 comparable to that Barrell and Solkin’s
work brought about for the eighteenth century. This is perhaps partly because
Romanticism is a style category as well as a period category,'#3 and the large
period style categories are no longer the object of critique and refinement in
art history in the way they were in the past. (Solkin’s eighteenth century is
not defined in period style terms, to which he seems relatively indifferent).
But in actuality this is a loss as much as a gain, since Romanticism is a polit-
ical term as well as a category of cultural history — something literary his-
torians seem to understand rather better than art historians. In this regard,
the work of Michael Lowy and Robert Sayre on the concept of romantic anti-
capitalism has been especially fruitful in foregrounding the critical dimen-
sion of romanticism and its continuing contribution to the Marxist tradi-
tion.144

This brings me back to the raison d’ étre of the current volume. Since I began
thinking about late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British art more
than forty years ago it has struck me as extraordinary that all those phenom-
ena that made the period such an epochal phase in British economic, social,
political, and intellectual history and brought it close to a second revolution-
ary change of regime seemed of so little interest to art historians.!*> The work
of Barrell, Bermingham, and Rosenthal, which showed that landscape paint-
ing of ordinary British scenes was not to be understood in separation from the
brute realities of enclosure and the agricultural riots of 1816, 1822, and 1830,
did something to redress the situation and felt like a rending of that veil of
noisesome mythology of gracious Georgian country life to which so many his-
torians and art historians have paid tribute. But this only partially addressed
the problem, because the representation of agricultural practices and the rural
poor was considered for the most part as a specific question of iconography
and its ideological concomitants; problems in the depiction of rural labour and
exploitation did not lead to considerations of the larger shifts in the field of art

143 Itis famously the case that there was no single romantic style — rather there were many, a
phenomenon that is related to the diversity of romanticism itself and its relationship with
emergent nationalisms. For a discussion of this issue, see Hemingway and Wallach 2015,
pp- 8-9,13.

144 Lowy and Sayre 2001

145 Richard Johnson has written, I think correctly, of ‘a prolonged crisis in hegemony’ in the
period between the 1790s and 1840s — Johnson 1976, p. 50. For perhaps the most acute
revolutionary moment, see Chase 2013.



THEORETICAL APOLOGIA 31

production and the relationship of class forces as a whole. It was something of
that kind that I attempted in my 1992 book and in the essays collected here.

The focus on enclosure and its consequences also led to a neglect of Turner,
far and away the greatest landscape painter of the period, but one for whom
Georgic themes were only one small aspect of a vast and various output.
Although empirical studies of Turner flourished in the 1980s, they operated
almost as a discrete specialism in the field and were very little touched by the
new social history of landscape painting.146

A fundamental proviso of my work has been that Britain experienced a suc-
cessful bourgeois revolution in the seventeenth century, even though it was
one whose goals were conceptualised in terms of religious rather than Enlight-
enment ideology; but the establishment and maintenance of bourgeois hege-
mony none the less required a prolonged process of struggle and adaptation.!#”
With regard to the seminal 1960s debate over British exceptionalism that pitted
Perry Anderson and Tom Nairn against E.P. Thompson, I am most persuaded by
Thompson’s case — although things can certainly be learnt from both sides.148
In the face of Anderson’s judgment that the English bourgeoisie was the vic-
tim of its priority and suffered from a revolution that was incomplete, which
left it ‘supine) and consistently subordinate to an aristocratic political estab-
lishment, Thompson’s riposte that the eighteenth-century gentry were them-
selves ‘a superbly successful and self-confident capitalist class), an agrarian
bourgeoisie with a partly urban lifestyle, seems apposite.!49 Neither, pace Nairn,
is it the case that Britain had only a ‘limited, parochial Enlightenment) con-
strained by a national tradition of ‘blind empiricism’ stemming from Bacon and
Locke.150 As Thompson pointed out, the British contribution to the Scientific
Revolution and Smithian political economy can hardly be dismissed as merely
provincial intellectual achievements.15!

146  The journal Turner Studies (1980—91) published much important work but is symptomatic
of this inward-looking character. The year before it folded it printed two important state-
ments of self-reflection in the shape of Parker 1990 and Venning 1990 (1).

147 For a monumental defence of the validity of bourgeois revolution as a concept, see
Davidson 2012.

148 For a bibliography of the debate, see Anderson 1992, p. 121, n. 1, which also reprints the
key texts ‘Origins of the Present Crisis’ (1964) and ‘Components of the National Culture’
(1968), pp. 15—47 and 48-104.

149 Anderson 1992, p. 35; Thompson 1978, p. 43.

150 Tom Nairn, ‘The English Working Class) in Blackburn (ed.) 1972, pp. 190, 196, 200. Cf.
Anderson 1992, p. 32.

151  Thompson 1978, pp. 60, 62-3.
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We still await a Thompsonian history of the making of the English middle
class.’52 But that subordination was maintained in the eighteenth-century
through relations of clientage and deference that were sustained partly through
an ideology of paternalism is clear.’®® Despite the palpable tensions we can
identify retrospectively as differences between class cultures, the ‘middling
sort’ did not begin to acquire a corporate class identity until the 1760s: from
that point on tensions between the industrial and professional middle class
and those elements from the ruling oligarchy that effectively managed the state
(in Thompson’s words that ‘secondary complex of predatory interests’ known
colloquially as ‘Old Corruption’) increased until, with the additional stimulus
of the Revolution in France and the reactionary turn of the oligarchy at home,
in the 1790s there was an ideological breach with paternalism and a new kind
of class politics emerged.’>* For Thompson, while the agricultural and indus-
trial capitalists were distinct classes,'?5 it was not they who did battle in the
years leading up to the 1832 Parliamentary Reform Act. Those who campaigned
for reform were not opposed to aristocracy as such for the most part, and they
included a substantial number of the gentry, a portion of whom had been sup-
porters of reform since the 1770s. The bill was passed by a parliament in which
one faction of the gentry and great magnates was ranged against the other.
For Thompson, the result may not have given manufacturing capital much
in the way of direct representation, but the result was functional enough for
its interests.1® Yet as Anderson has pointed out, the distribution of the fran-
chise not only favoured county and small borough seats, it limited ‘potential
urban representation below the threshold at which an autonomous bourgeois
party, with a popular following, could enter the parliamentary arena on its own
terms’157 Given the realities of the two-party system, middle-class reformers
were forced to join one of the parties of landowners, in reality usually the
Whigs. On the other hand, the Reform Act finally ended any hope of political
alliance between the liberal bourgeoisie and the emergent working-class move-
ment.

152  Geoff Eley has drawn attention to the limitations of Thompson’s account of the eighteenth
century in this respect. See Eley 1981, pp. 435-6; Eley 1990, pp. 18-19. Boyd Hilton’s illumin-
ating analysis suggests something of what such a ‘making’ might be like. See Hilton 2006,
Part 3.

153 For a particularly brilliant treatment of this theme, see Hay and Rogers 1997.

154 Thompson 1991, pp. 42, 86. For Thompson on ‘Old Corruption’, see Thompson 1991, pp. 29—
30 and Thompson 1978, pp. 48-50.

155 Thompson 1978, p. 45.

156 Thompson 1978, p. 51.

157 Anderson 1992, p. 145.
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These remarks are partly intended to set the scene for Chapter Three and
Four. In the first of these I show that the struggle to articulate a middle-
class perspective on the arts was a significant component in art criticism and
pamphlet writing in the years leading up to the Reform Act and its aftermath.
The limitations on bourgeois radicalism that Anderson identifies — and the
marginalisation of Radicals in Parliament — are one of my themes here. In
Chapter Four I show how critics with Benthamite sympathies, in their struggles
to evaluate the popular romanticism of the 1820s, revealed some of the tensions
atthe heart of Enlightenment rationalism when faced with the play of imagina-
tion and desire that was one of the tendencies in art that commercial societies
encouraged. Benthamism in the broad sense in which the term is used here
reveals a rather more interesting and nuanced perspective on the arts than that
usually associated with the philosopher’s name.

The other reason for the brief historical sketch above is that I think the lar-
ger historical trends of the period are directly germane to the phenomenon
of naturalism in landscape and genre painting. By naturalism I mean a style
concept that embraces types of painting and print-making that were under-
stood as accurate representations of real places in their contemporary appear-
ance, as if seen at particular times of day, in specific seasonal moments and
specific atmospheric conditions. It is a trend directly associated with that dra-
matic shift to more actualised depictions of rural labour Barrell et. al. did
so much to bring to light. The production of such images was tied to a new
concern with sketching in oil or water-colour on the spot and in some cases
painting finished work outdoors, procedures that contributed to recognisable
innovations in technique and colour. As I have written elsewhere, it seems
that in early nineteenth-century Britain ‘landscape painters became increas-
ingly restive with academic categorisation of their genre and increasingly inter-
ested in adapting the topographical mode and Dutch models as a vehicle for
serious expression. Linked with this was a more critical attitude to earlier
pictorial conventions, and a commitment to improvisation and experiment sur
le motif, which may have some connection with the authority of the natural
sciences’158 This new approach was fundamentally at odds with the restrict-
ive landscape aesthetic of the eighteenth-century picturesque and established
norms of taste. Evidence for this claim lies primarily in a body of works from
between roughly 1805 and 1825 by Constable, Crome, and Turner, as well as a

158 Hemingway 1992, p. 23. This quotation is excerpted from a far longer definition of natur-
alism, pp. 15—-28. I should also acknowledge the work of Michael Kitson and John Gage in
recognising and defining this phenomenon. See Kitson 1957; Gage 1969.
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host of artists of lesser reputation such as David Cox, Peter De Wint, Harriot
Gouldsmith,'5® George Robert Lewis, John Linnell, William Mulready, and Cor-
nelius Varley. (Although it was also supported by some voices in the periodical
press.) Not all works by these artists from the time frame belong to the cat-
egory of naturalism and one of the key questions is why this style of landscape
painting came to an end; the answer likely being that there was not enough of
a market to sustain it for reasons I have written about elsewhere.160

What I now want to suggest — something that was not clear to me before —
is that this new style had definite class concomitants that made it something
like ‘une idéologie imagée’ in Hadjinicolaou’s sense. I say this because I think
it is inconceivable that a practice that manifested such indifference towards
academic and connoisseurial norms of style and disdained gentry norms of
picturesque viewing and depiction would have been possible without the col-
lapse of deference — that ‘desire for independence from the client economy’ —
which accompanied the upheavals of the 1790s.16! T am well aware that this is
a cause and effect relationship that is not open to disproof; in any case it is
a singular event and I am not suggesting any law can be derived from it. It is
essentially an intuition of the relationship between part and whole.162 That is, I
think a larger class viewpoint or ideology penetrated not only day-to-day social
relations and political discourse but also extended to the arts. This embracing
ideology of middle class subjectivity — which is common to both enlightenment
and romanticism — could encompass artists as politically antagonistic as John
Constable and John Linnell. However, that its tendency was in some respects
egalitarian I have tried to demonstrate in the chapters on John Crome. I am
not suggesting that the ideology of naturalism was self-consciously demotic,
although it could be, as the following passage from one of its most extreme
exponents illustrates: ‘The result to which all these observations [concerning
the depiction of natural light in paintings] tend, and which I am desirous to
express plainly and openly, is this: That the Arts, in order to prosper, must once
more address themselves, not to the learned antiquary, not to the curious ama-
teur, nor to the technical admiration of mere professors, but to the general
sense, to the feelings and understanding of THE COMMON PEOPLE’163 What I

159 Kathryn Moore Heleniak has performed a valuable work of recovery on this artist, see
Heleniak 2005.

160 Hemingway 1992, pp. 292—8.

161 Thompson 1991, pp. 32—3, 95-6. The quotation is from Brewer 1980, p. 360.

162  For the theoretical background to this position, see Hemingway and Wallach 2015, pp. 3-6.

163 Richter 1817, p. 57. For Richter, see Hemingway 1992, pp. 24-6, 102—3, 305155, n57; and
Solkin 2008, pp. 115-19.
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am suggesting is that the form of the works themselves, wittingly or unwittingly
spoke of such aspirations. I think that is partly why Constable abandoned nat-
uralism for a more old-masterish style in the early 1820s.

I return to the ideological business of the artwork. The genres and icono-
graphical motifs from which the artist must choose to produce an intelligible
work —selected either by a patron or in hopes of finding a purchaser in the mar-
ketplace — are already ideologically saturated. The same applies to the forms
and techniques artists deploy to realise their object. In the differences between
the historically acquired meanings that attach to these different semantic sys-
tems gaps between and contradictions within diverse ideologies can become
apparent. Oftentimes the artistic agent through patronage pressure or lack of
understanding performs in ways that are repetitive and unimaginative, produ-
cing works that may be skilled but prompt no unsettling of conventional pat-
terns and expectations or mark only minor and insignificant deviations from
established norms. The bulk of artistic production is of this type. But artists
of greater ambition and intelligence will undertake the process of matching
the ideological content with style and technique in ways that unsettle normal
expectations and may give the sensibilities of the spectator a kind of cognitive
jolt. These novelties sometimes come about because of the ideological needs
of patron groups at odds with the dominant value system. In modern societ-
ies the field of patronage is itself socially diverse and calls on artists to choose
between making works that fulfil a variety of social needs. At other times nov-
elties occur because of the ways artists adapt, consciously or unconsciously,
to social and political changes. Despite the pressure of livelihood, there is no
necessary synchrony between art production and demand. With the rise of the
market economy for art in the early modern period artists become more entre-
preneurs in ideas and forms; this is part of the romantic ethos. Sometimes
artists fail to produce art that corresponds with the ideological needs of pat-
rons through incompetence or misunderstandings of the artistic materials with
which they work. In any case, the relationship between aesthetic novelties and
established norms of taste is complexly mediated.

Early nineteenth-century naturalistic landscape painting came about, we
may assume, because of a burgeoning market for topography across a whole
range of painting, drawing, and print media. As a result, artists were stimulated
to make paintings of everyday scenes incorporating recognisable motifs of con-
temporary social life. Novel departures in iconography and style resulted in part
out of attempts to attract patronage, in part because of artist’'s ambitions to give
paintings of ordinary scenery an aesthetic status above the lowly rank conven-
tional academic theory accorded them. Both topographical requirements and
the painting of modern experience pushed artists to the practices of drawing,
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painting and even etching on the spot. But the reason this led to formal and
iconographic innovations was not straightforward. We cannot explain it merely
through a Gombrichian process of making and matching, although this surely
played a role.16* Sensory experience does not come in some raw unmediated
form to which we can have access through suspension of the will and that we
compare with pictorial conventions. Rather, it seems, there was a conscious
attempt to change form and style, to rework established conventions, because
they could not contain the new understandings of the age. This is most obvi-
ously the case in relation to the depiction of atmospheric observations.!65 But it
was a striving for change that extended across natural and social phenomena.
As the watercolour painter Henry Richter, from whom I quoted earlier, put it
in an imaginary dialogue of 1817, the ‘recent discovery’ of ‘daylight in the art
of painting’ ‘may open the eyes of those who exert themselves to promote the
Arts, to the necessity of a bold and direct appeal to Nature itself, if anything
really great is to be effected. It is possible, that when the IN-DOOR gloom of our
OLD PICTURES comes to be explained, the world will begin to commiserate the
Arts under their long and dark imprisonment, and set free the genius of the
age from the restraints of AFFECTATION and PREJUDICE; these two ponder-
ous bars, which the Connoisseurs, the turnkeys of the dungeon, will, it is to be
hoped, some day or other quietly suffer to be removed’6¢ An analogy between
artistic innovation and political liberation is clearly implicit here. The formal
and iconographic novelties of naturalism did not reveal the world as it was but
they shook up the established codes of picture-making in ways that hinted at
contradictions and fissures in contemporary ideologies of rural life. Or, at least,
so I will argue in Part Two of this book.

One final note. It is necessary to say something of the regional focus of some
of the essays in Part Two. AsIshow in Chapter Five, although the notion that the
efflorescence of landscape painting in early nineteenth-century Norwich was
caused by specific characteristics of the region’s geography or its proximity to
Holland is hardly credible, the fact remains that the city had the largest and
most cohesive body of landscape painters of any British provincial city in the
period. I suspect the reasons for this were partly that two singular talents (John
Crome and John Sell Cotman) were born and largely made their careers there,

164 Gombrich 1972, pp. 157-61 and passim. For the later refinement of the theory, see Image
and Code: Scope and Limits of Conventionalism in Pictorial Representation, in Gombrich
1982, pp. 278-97.

165  See Morris (ed.) 2000.

166 Richter1817, p. 10.
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and that the city had a particularly vital intellectual and cultural life. But I real-
ise this formulation brings me perilously close to circularity and I do not find it
particularly fruitful to speculate on this question. In fact, I began work on this
project in the 1970s at a time when new scholarship by historians such as Tre-
vor Fawcett and Francis Greenacre was demonstrating that artistic production
outside London was a far more complex and productive field than had hitherto
been supposed.!6” Focus on the conditions of display and patronage in the met-
ropolis remain of central importance — and a quite disproportionate number
of artists lived there relative to the general artistic population'¢® — but my own
work on Norwich suggests to me that micro histories of provincial artists some-
times provide insights into class interactions with patrons and the significance
of iconography that are more intimate than those we trace from the metropol-
itan exhibition reviews and related sources. Moreover, William Vaughan has
argued persuasively that the Romantic artist based in the provinces could in
some instances find a latitude for personal expression that would have been
denied him if his career was wholly circumscribed by residence in London.!69
I believe this to be true of John Crome, to whom I give so much attention in
Chapters Seven and Eight.

167  See especially Fawcett 1973 and Greenacre 1973.
168 Vaughan 2015, pp. 37-8.
169 Vaughan 2015, pp. 42—7.
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CHAPTER 1

The Science of Taste in the Eighteenth Century:
Philosophical Criticism and the Scottish Historical
School

Philosophical Criticism and the Beginnings of Aesthetics

Prior to the eighteenth century most art writings were treatises on the indi-
vidual arts that primarily concerned technical precepts and gave little address
to philosophical issues. Paul Kristeller voiced a commonly accepted view in
a famous essay of 1951 when he described the German philosopher Alexan-
der Gottlieb Baumgarten as the ‘founder of aesthetics), in that he was the first
thinker to conceive ‘a general theory of the arts as a separate philosophical dis-
cipline with a distinctive and well-defined place in the system of philosophy!
Baumgarten coined the neologism ‘aesthetics) but for Kristeller, Kant was the
first major thinker to make aesthetics into an integral part of his overall philo-
sophical system.

Yet if it was German thinkers who made definition of the aesthetic an
integral concern of philosophy, consideration of the arts within a philosophical
framework was a well-established species of inquiry in France and Britain in
this period. The status of eighteenth-century British aestheticians has risen
considerably since Croce dismissed them all as ‘scribblers on Aesthetic or
rather on things in general which sometimes accidentally include aesthetic
facts’;? in particular, since the 1930s American historians of philosophy and
literary criticism have produced an extensive literature on what was known in
the eighteenth century as ‘philosophical criticism’2 Perhaps the largest claims
for this discourse were made by Jerome Stolnitz in a series of articles that set
out to contest the judgment of the main English language histories of aesthetics
that British thinkers had only provided raw materials for Baumgarten and
Kant, arguing that ‘the British were the first to envision the possibility of a
philosophical discipline, embracing the study of all of the arts, one which

1 Kristeller 1965, p. 215.

2 Croce 1978, p. 258. Cf. p. 261.

3 Major studies include: Monk 1960; McKenzie 1949; Hipple 1957; and Kallich 1970. The most
comprehensive account of aesthetics and art theory in Britain is Dobai 1974—7.
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would be, moreover, autonomous, because its subject-matter is not explicable
by any one of the other disciplines’*

According to Stolnitz, in earlier periods the values of art were always seen
as ‘iconic or otherwise cognitive, or moral, or social, with nothing left over
that art can call its own’ The beginnings of modern aesthetics are marked
by the appearance of the concept of aesthetic disinterestedness, because it
gives works of art a value independent of any moral or intellectual values they
embody, and implies that they should be evaluated in terms of their struc-
ture and intrinsic significance, on which alone their aesthetic stature depends.
Stolnitz tracked the origins of the concept to debates over ethics and religion
in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and located its begin-
nings in the writings of Shaftesbury. The evolution of the concept could be
traced through texts by Addison, Hutcheson, Hume, Gerard, and Burke, but
amongst British eighteenth-century writers it received its most sophisticated
articulation in Archibald Alison’s Essays on Taste (1790).° It should be noted
that Stolnitz’s argument bypasses the larger meaning that aesthetics had for
Baumgarten and Kant as a science of the senses and restricts it to the philo-
sophy of the fine arts.

Whether or not Shaftesbury was the discoverer of aesthetic disinterested-
ness — and it is open to question whether he distinguished the moral from
the aesthetic as firmly as Stolnitz claimed — it is at least clear that subsequent
British thinkers conceived of a distinct aesthetic mode of experience, defined
by a particular exercise of the imagination denominated as taste. By the early
nineteenth century philosophical criticism was a century-long tradition of the-
orising on the arts that encompassed writers such as Lord Kames and Richard
Payne Knight in addition to those already mentioned. It was a discourse that
provided the common currency of literary criticism, and also offered principles
of interpretation that could be applied to the visual arts, as they were in debates
around the Picturesque in the 1790s. Moreover, it was still a vital tradition,
which was continued by Francis Jeffrey (the influential editor of the Edinburgh
Review), Dugald Stewart, and others. Jeffrey’s article on ‘Beauty’ for the Sup-
plement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1824 is largely a confident review
of earlier theories, which shows how authoritative this discourse had become:
that for sections of the intelligentsia and their readership it had achieved the
status of a science, a status that several of its main exponents had claimed

4 Stolnitz 1961 (1), pp. 131—2. The main earlier histories of aesthetics he had in mind were those
of Bernard Bosanquet (1892) and Katherine Gilbert and Helmut Kuhn (1956).
5 An argument developed in Stolnitz 1961 (2); Stolnitz 1963 (1); Stolnitz 1978.
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for it. For Romantic writers such as Coleridge, Hazlitt, and Wordsworth, philo-
sophical criticism represented the current orthodoxy: to some extent they were
critical of it, but it also left a profound influence on their conceptions.®

Kristeller argued that the ‘familiar system of the five fine arts’ was not only
a concept that does not appear until the eighteenth century, but also that it
‘reflects’ the social and cultural conditions of that period.” The social factor
that produced this new system was the growth of the art public, and the
increasing range of concerts, operatic and theatrical performances, and art
exhibitions that accompanied it. Together, these phenomena stimulated new
types of comparative writing on the arts. As is well known, the growth of the
urban bourgeoisie and the increasing wealth of landed society in eighteenth-
century Britain contributed to the development of entertainment facilities in
urban centres through which these groups could occupy their leisure time and
engage in the various social rituals by which they partly defined their identities.
J-H. Plumb has emphasised the huge differences between the cultural climate
of late seventeenth-century Britain, in which there were ‘no newspapers, no
public libraries, no theatres outside London, no concerts anywhere, no picture
galleries of any kind, no museums, almost no botanical gardens, and no organ-
ized sports’ and the vastly changed situation one hundred years later, by which
time leisure and culture had become profitable fields for capital investment.
In this context there is no need to do more than simply note the expansion of
the reading public, the growth of the press, and the burgeoning of new types of
literature including newspapers, periodicals, and novels; the increasing pop-
ularity of public concerts, operas, musical societies, and provincial festivals,
and the growth of art exhibitions in both number and content.

For Kiristeller, the expansion of the art public was particularly significant
because ‘amateurs’ were largely responsible for the early development aesthet-
ics. Those who were unconcerned with the practicalities of producing art were
more likely to see affinities between the arts, and aesthetics have usually been
written from the spectator’s point of view: ‘The basic questions and concep-
tions underlying modern aesthetics seem to have originated quite apart from
the traditions of systematic philosophy or from the writings of important ori-
ginal authors. They had their inconspicuous beginnings in secondary authors,
now almost forgotten though influential in their own time, and perhaps in the
discussions and conversations of educated laymen reflected in their writings'8

6 Abrams 1953, Chapter 3, Part 111; Shearer 1937.
7 Kiisteller 1965, p. 226.
8 Kiristeller 1965, pp. 225-6.



44 CHAPTER 1

Only after notions developed in these ‘inconspicuous beginnings’ had been
refined by almost a century of ‘informal and non-philosophical growth’ were
they absorbed into a programme of systematic philosophy by Kant.

Itis incorrect to suggest that eighteenth-century empiricist aesthetics lacked
originality even if most of its authors, Hume and Smith excepted, were ‘sec-
ondary’. And despite the qualitative advance represented by Kant’s Critique of
Judgment (1790), it is simply untrue that earlier eighteenth-century writings on
taste developed ‘quite apart from the traditions of systematic philosophy’. Not-
able contributions to philosophical criticism were produced by ‘amateurs’ such
as Burke, Kames, and Payne Knight — that is to say by individuals from out-
side the academy — but university professors such as Hutcheson, Smith, Gerard,
and Reid also played a key role in the discourse’s development and institu-
tionalisation. There is nothing to distinguish the contributions of holders of
university chairs from those of the more talented amateurs in terms of theor-
etical cogency. Like other types of philosophising, philosophical criticism was
not produced for a specialist academic audience, it was directed at ‘gentlemen’
in general and was geared to their norms of education and experience. It was
widely reviewed in the periodical press, and the more successful treatises went
through several editions.

But Kristeller was percipient in recognising that the nascent aesthetics was
written from the point of view of the audience for art works, rather than from
that of their makers. Textual evidence can be found in many texts of philo-
sophical criticism which show that its authors were perfectly well aware of the
novelty of their project, and of the new kind of authority they were conferring
on the critic. Thus Addison, whose essays ‘On the Pleasures of the Imagina-
tion’ (published in The Spectator in 1712) have been claimed as the first modern
aesthetic treatise,® wrote in a slightly earlier paper: ‘It is likewise necessary
for a Man who would form to himself a finished Taste of good Writing, to be
well versed in the Works of the best Criticks both Ancient and Modern. I must
confess that I could wish there were Authors of this Kind, who beside the Mech-
anical Rules which a Man of very little Taste may discourse upon, would enter
into the very Spirit and Soul of fine Writing, and show us the several Sources of
that Pleasure which rises in the Mind upon the Perusal of a noble Work’!? This
conception of explaining the experience of aesthetic pleasure in terms of prin-
ciples discovered by the ‘science’ of human nature, defines the central project
of philosophical criticism. It was conceived as an inquiry that would induce

9 Tuveson 1960, pp. 92, 117; Kallich 1970, p. 45.
10  Addison and Steele 1945, vol. 3, p. 272.
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general principles from observed regularities in human behaviour, and subject
received authorities to critical scrutiny on that basis.

The idea that they were putting the analysis of the arts on a scientific
footing led many writers to assert the value of criticism, and to claim in some
cases that critics could produce more balanced and judicious judgements than
artists themselves. In his ‘Soliloquy: or Advice to an Author’ (1710), Shaftesbury
claimed that the critic too was a species of genius, ‘for to all Musick there must
be an Ear proportionable’!! Fortified with the new philosophy of the mind that
had been developed in conjunction with seventeenth-century paradigm shifts
in the natural sciences, later theorists of taste attended to the systematisation
of the arts with a zeal for extending the progress of knowledge into new fields.
Alexander Gerard described the aim of his Essay on Taste (1759) as ‘to shew
that principles of science form the most accurate standard of excellence in
the fine arts), and claimed that such ‘philosophical enquiries’ were not mere
‘amusements of the idle’ but had ‘real and extensive utility, since ‘they are
both a stimulus to genius, and a corrective to taste. Further, ‘the principles
established by means of them, admit as indubitable certainty, and as great
precision, as those of any science’1?

The logic of this project is revealed in Alison’s Essays on Taste, in which the
author lamented the cyclical decline of the arts in earlier cultures, and blamed
it partly on the lack of philosophy among artists.!3 Their class allegiances and
the relative dignity of their own social status, predisposed such thinkers to
assume the authority to legislate on the arts. They represented a group that saw
itself as the ‘natural’ leaders of society in cultural as well as political matters and
were not predisposed to acknowledge the autonomy that artists increasingly
claimed for themselves.!#

While the education of the eighteenth-century gentleman (in any of his vari-
ous definitions) might encourage a high level of literary culture, it was unlikely
to furnish much knowledge of the plastic arts, except for those who under-
took the Grand Tour. It is thus hardly surprising that critics gave little attention
to painting until the Picturesque controversy of the 1790s. The principles of
painting for gentlemen were set out in a series of treatises, written sometimes
by artists and sometimes by amateurs, but uniform in deriving their materials
from academic theory and the well-known histories of the art. None of these
treatises were aesthetics in the sense we have been using the term,; that is, they

11 Cooper 1714, vol. 1, pp. 234—40, 264.

12 Gerard 1963, p. 274.

13 Alison 1815, vol. 2, pp. 16-17. Cf. Home 1785, vol. 1, p. 358.

14 On which see ‘The Romantic Artist, in Williams 1961, Chapter 2.
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were not general theories of the arts. None the less, they have a relevance to the
present discussion in that generally they state plainly that they were directed at
gentlemen, and frequently assert the authority of the informed amateur over
artists in judgements of taste. Count Algarotti’s Essay on Painting (1764) was
typical in this respect since while it addressed artists, it urged them to submit
their works to public judgement, as ‘there are no better judges of his art than
men of true taste and the public’!® If philosophical criticism claimed to speak
from a position thatlicensed it to legislate on artistic practice, artists were quick
to resent this assumption, which seemed contrary to their interests. As I show
in the essay ‘Academic Theory versus Association Aesthetics), in the early nine-
teenth century anumber of painters produced texts that expressly contradicted
the value of statements on the arts by non-professional persons.

Philosophical criticism has been well charted by historians of philosophy
and literature, and in recent years it has been used to support historical argu-
ments around painting and art theory of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. However, there has been no attempt to give a systematic account of
the distinctive features of philosophical criticism as a mode of discourse, and it
seems widely assumed that it was equivalent to other forms of writings about
the arts, and particularly to academic theory. By contrast, I make a demarca-
tion between academic theory and philosophical criticism not only in terms
of their methodologies and objects of inquiry, but also in terms of the subject
positions they assume in their readerships and the interests they represent.!
Like any discourse considered as an ideology, philosophical criticism needs to
be analysed in terms of the body of intellectual materials from which it was
made up, and also situated in relation to the context of its production and the
interests which it served.

The epistemology and method of philosophical criticism have been
addressed comprehensively by others and I shall deal with them summarily
here. My main concern is rather with the context of its production. While it has
been noted on occasion that most original thinking on the arts in eighteenth-
century Britain was done in Scotland, the connection between this phenome-
non and the Scottish Enlightenment has received scant attention.!” Yet for all
the major Scottish thinkers, their system of criticism was integrated with a lar-

15  Algarotti1764, p. 143.

16 Hipple 1957 precisely ignores this distinction. It is respected in the chapter organisation
of Dobai 1974—7. I developed this point at length in my review of John Barrell 1986 — see
Hemingway 1987.

17  This point is at least implicit in Dobai’s chapter ‘Die dsthetischen Theorien der schot-
tischen Denker’, in Dobai 19747, vol. 2, Pt. 1, Sect. 3.
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ger social theory that comprised both a natural history of the human mind and
a natural history of society, the two being seen as interconnected. Theorists of
the arts who did not write on other matters rested their projects on general
propositions about the mind and society established in the Scottish context.
It is the connections between philosophical criticism and the larger project of
Scottish social thought that I sketch in the main body of what follows. To begin
with, however, I explain the discourse’s epistemological presuppositions and
set it in relation to other modes of philosophical inquiry current in the period.

Epistemological Foundations of Philosophical Criticism

A contemporary review of Alison’s Essays on Taste observed that ‘all our know-
ledge is derived by experience; and as it has been from the patient method of
experiment and observation that the greatest discoveries in physical science
have been made, it is reasonable to suppose that the same method of research
will be equally successful in the philosophy of the human mind'1® Such state-
ments about the ‘science’ of criticism were made by other eighteenth-century
commentators and are a logical corollary of the model of philosophy dominant
in the period, that is to say, of the philosophy that had emerged in the previous
century which assumed that epistemology was the basis of inquiry, and that
this would be established psychologically through the mind’s reflection on its
own operations according to the principles of observation and experiment that
‘natural philosophers’ applied in the physical sciences.!® The single most influ-
ential text of this new philosophy was John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1690) and in the early eighteenth century it provided the model
of the mind at the basis of new thinking about the arts.

The epistemology of Locke’s Essay was partly a response to the practices of
seventeenth-century science, although other contemporary developments also
determined its arguments. The Essay met an ideological need for a model of
the mind that would bring intellectual processes into nature, without making
them wholly material phenomena as Hobbes'’s system had done. Despite the
heterodoxy of some of Locke’s opinions, the success of the work was enormous,
partly because its system was linked with that of Newtonian science, and like
that discourse, it was assimilated into the dominant orthodoxy of Anglican

18  Monthly Review, new series, 3 (1790), p. 361.
19  For a key statement of this project, see ‘Introduction’ in Hume 1978, pp. xiii—xix. On the
reorientation of philosophy in the seventeenth century, see Rorty 1980, Chapters 1 and 3.
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natural theology.2? Central to Locke’s Essay was the rejection of the doctrine of
innate ideas. Instead, Locke argued that ‘the materials of all our knowledge’ are
‘simple ideas’, which are derived from either sense impressions or the reflection
of the mind on its own operations. The mind is wholly passive in its reception
of ‘simple ideas) but by the activity of the understanding, it is able to produce
‘complex ideas’ from these basic materials.?! Thus a fundamental premise of
Locke’s epistemology is that human beings know reality only through sense
impressions and the self-reflection of the mind; both the essence of things and
their final causes are unknowable. While Locke was not a sceptic, and the Essay
presupposes a philosophical realism, he defines truth solely in terms of the
‘right joining or separating of signs), signs being ‘ideas or words’?2 The locus
of reality is thus shifted to the perceiving mind with important implications
for aesthetics.23

Locke himself produced no writings on the arts and his influence in the field
of aesthetics is somewhat paradoxical, for his Essay seems to devalue the exper-
iences that fall in its domain. Although Locke recognised the irrational aspects
of the mind and tried to account for them in the chapter ‘Of the association of
ideas’ added to the fourth edition of the Essay (1700), he made understanding,
which he limited to cognition and opinion, the sole active principle in thought.
However, while his ‘understanding’ is an efficient instrument for the produc-
tion of knowledge from sensory experience, Locke does not account for any
immediate apprehensions of value. There are no innate principles of moral-
ity, and we come to the understanding of moral law by the ‘light of nature, i.e.
without the help of positive revelation. The mind has no contact with higher
truths except through the senses and Locke makes even the comprehension of
God essentially rational.

While Locke claimed humanity had the power to discover good and evil
through the senses he left it morally neutral. Since our knowledge in such
matters derives from experience, which might differ in many respects from
individual to individual, it was hardly surprising that history displayed such a
variety of moral attitudes among different peoples at different times. Indeed,
this variety was part of Locke’s argument, for conscience can hardly be a proof
of innate principles if ‘some men, with the same bent of conscience, prosecute

20 Inrelation to these points, see Osler 1970; Yolton 1956; and Yolton 1970.

21 Locke 1829, Book 4; Chapter 1:1.

22 Locke 1829, Book. 4; Chapter 5: 2.

23 For Locke’s thought generally I draw on Aaron 1955. On its implications for aesthetics, see:
Tuveson 1960 and Stolnitz 1963 (2).
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what others avoid’2* Thus Shaftesbury was led to complain that Locke had
thrown all ‘order and virtue’ out of the world, and made the idea of them
‘unnatural’ In his Inquiry Concerning Virtue, Shaftesbury accounted for moral
judgments by postulating an ‘inner sense’ that responded to the mind’s self-
reflection.2> Shaftesbury’s follower, Francis Hutcheson, subsequently described
this as a ‘moral sense’, and also postulated a separate ‘internal sense’, to account
for ‘our power of perceiving the beauty of regularity, order, harmony’2¢ Thus
the view of the understanding presented in Locke’s Essay was so inimical to
aesthetic judgment that some thinkers felt obliged to postulate an independent
faculty to account for it. This certainly contributed to the emergence of a view
of the aesthetic as a distinct form of knowledge.?”

Locke’s new science of the mind implied a completely new approach to
the theory of the arts, which should logically be analysed in relation to their
psychological effects. Just as the new science took a critical attitude to ancient
authorities and rejected scholastic logic, so too did Locke’s inquiry into mental
processes; the implication for writers on the arts was that they should discover
their principles from the dispassionate observation of mental phenomena,
rather than by appealing to the rules and practices of the ancients. This change
is signalled by Addison, who observed that ‘Musick, Architecture and Painting,
as well as Poetry and Oratory, are to deduce their Laws and Rules from the
general Sense and Taste of Mankind, and not from the Principles of those Arts
themselves; or in other words, the Taste is not to conform to the Art, but the
Art to the Taste’28 Generally speaking, philosophical criticism took its mode of
inquiry from Locke and Hume; that is, experience was dissected into its basic
elements, which were then pieced together into complex wholes. Although
most thinkers made some reference to final causes, they were extraneous to the
operation of the mental mechanism. The aim of inquiry was to resolve aesthetic
‘complex ideas’ into ‘simple ideas’ and emotions, and establish the causation of
these.29

24 Locke 1829, Book. 1; Chapter 3: 8.

25  Cooper 1714, vol. 2, pp. 414-15. See also Tuveson 1960, Chapter 2.

26  Hutcheson 1973, pp. 24—5. Cf. p. 36: ‘This superior power of perception is justly called a
sense because of its affinity to the other senses in this, that the pleasure does not arise
from any knowledge of principles, proportions, causes, or the usefulness of the object,
but strikes us at first with the idea of beauty’

27  This point is well developed in Tuveson 1960.

28  Quoted in Hipple 1957, p. 7. Cf. Home 1785, vol. 1, pp. 12—13.

29  For a useful account of the general approach, see Hipple’s introduction to Gerard 1963,

Pp- xi—xvii.
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Although the principle had been enunciated earlier by Shaftesbury and
Addison, Hutcheson’s Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design (1725)
was the first text to take as the starting point for systematic inquiry the Lockean
proposition that ‘beauty is taken for the idea raised in us, and a sense of
beauty for our power or receiving this idea’3° Thus instead of fixing beauty
as an essential quality in external objects as traditional theories had done,
Hutcheson made beauty an idea in the perceiving mind. Although Hutcheson
maintained that this idea was aroused only and always by a combination of
uniformity with variety in external objects, this cannot disguise the shift from
an objectivist to a phenomenalist viewpoint. Subsequently all the major British
aestheticians accepted this phenomenal account of the nature of beauty, which
was an inescapable consequence of sensationalist epistemology.

Associationist Theories

Lord Kames wrote of Locke’s contribution to the science of logic that to him ‘the
world is greatly indebted, for removing a mountain of rubbish, and moulding
the subject into a rational and correct form’3! But in one essential respect
Kames departed from Locke’s model, in that the association of ideas was a key
explanatory principle in his psychology, whereas it had been a minor aspect of
Locke’s. In this regard Kames'’s Elements of Criticism (1762) set the pattern for
the major texts of philosophical criticism right into the nineteenth century in
that association was central to the systems of Alison, Payne Knight, Jeffrey and
Stewart.

Use of association to explain the psychological mechanisms of taste was a
result of the larger currency of the concept. Although the principles of connec-
tion between thoughts had been given some attention by Aristotle, association
did not become the subject of any extended inquiry until it was investigated by
Hobbes and Locke in the seventeenth century. Having denied a priori ideas, and
reduced the basis of epistemology to sense impressions and the mind’s reflec-
tions on itself, the new philosophy had still to account for the complex experi-
ences of memory, imagination, and ratiocination. The mechanical model of the
mind provided by association psychology was the solution to this problem.32

Despite Hobbes’s earlier usage of the association principle, in the eighteenth
century the concept was generally accredited to Locke, who gave it its name. Yet

30  On the significance of this see Stolnitz 1961, p. 201.
31 Home 1785, vol. 1, p. 443.
32 See Warren 1921; McKenzie 1949; Kallich 1970.
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Locke actually had little to say on how ideas are connected. Although associ-
ation in some sense must account for his complex ideas and for the ‘natural
correspondence’ of ideas, Locke’s only use of the term was in the supplemental
chapter ‘Of the association of ideas’, where it primarily designated a cause of
error, explaining those things which seemed ‘odd’ and ‘extravagant’ in the ‘opin-
ions, reasonings and actions of other men’. It was this conception of association
that Hutcheson made use of in his Inquiry. While Hutcheson allowed that asso-
ciation could be a powerful source of pleasure, its main function in his system is
as a cause of individual vagaries of taste, which must be rooted out by the pro-
cesses of reason. For Hutcheson, the real idea of beauty only arises from the
apprehension of uniformity with variety, it cannot arise from association.33

In the second quarter of the eighteenth century a number of thinkers rejec-
ted this negative evaluation of association, of whom Hume and Hartley are the
most important for my concerns. Like Locke, Hume made sense impressions
the basis of knowledge, but he differed from him in using association as the
essential ‘uniting principle’ of the mind; he compared its importance in human
nature with that of gravity in physical nature and attributed vast consequences
to the three principles of association he identified, viz. resemblance, contigu-
ity, and cause and effect. For Hume, these principles were ‘the only links that
bind the parts of the universe together, or connect us with any person or object
exterior to ourselves.3* Association is thus fundamental to Hume’s accounts
of both causation and reasoning. In Hume’s epistemology, as in Locke’s, the
immediate objects of knowledge are perceptions, and the world of things is
ultimately unknowable. Thus beauty and deformity are not qualities in objects
themselves, but qualities of sentiment aroused by our perception of them. In
‘Of the Standard of Taste, from the Four Dissertations of 1757, Hume describes
the sceptical position as being, ‘to seek the real beauty, or real deformity, is as
fruitless an inquiry, as to pretend to ascertain the real sweet or real bitter’3% But
as in the Treatise of Human Nature, Hume rejects scepticism.36 Habit and cus-
tom may be the only foundations of what we assume to be established verities,
but they are necessary to both the coherence of individual identity and social
organisation.

33 Hutcheson 1973, especially Sections v1 and vII.

34 Hume 1978, pp. 10-13, 662.

35 Hume 1963, pp. 235, 240. On Hume's aesthetics, see: Brunius 1952; Cohen 1958; Mossner
1967.

36  Raymond Williams gives a finely balanced account of Hume’s scepticism in his ‘David
Hume: Reasoning and Experience’, in Williams 1983.
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In various statements across Hume’s writings association appears as the ‘nat-
ural’ principle that orders imagination and taste, and although it can cause
individual deviations from proper norms, it is not just a source of misconnec-
tions and disorder as it had been for Hutcheson.3” However, while association
is a key principle in Hume’s system, he did not work through its implications
for the theory of the arts. The essay on criticism he promised in the ‘Advertise-
ment’ to the Treatise of Human Nature was never written, and his fragmentary
essays on criticism and the arts are suggestive, but not systematic. Nonethe-
less, Alexander Gerard’s Essay on Taste (1759) and Kames'’s Elements of Criticism
both display the influence of Hume’s ideas, and Payne Knight openly acknow-
ledged his admiration of Hume in his Analytical Inquiry. However, it was David
Hartley’s use of association in his Observations on Man (1749) that probably
provided the psychology for most major theories of taste produced around
1800.38 For Hartley, association is not just the ‘uniting principle’ of the mind, all
intellectual pleasures and pains derive from it and it is the basis of that ‘inven-
tion’ which produces ‘new beauties in works of imagination and new truths in
matters of science’3?

Hartley’s Observations contains a substantial section on the ‘Pleasures and
Pains of Imagination) which offers explanations of the experiences of beauty
and grandeur, and includes considerations on architecture, music, painting,
and poetry among other causes of pleasure. As a Christian moralist, repres-
entative of the widespread tendency to coordinate theology with modern sci-
ence and philosophy, Hartley’s principle concern was to demonstrate the moral
functions of association. He argued that it was through association that objects
acquired an emotional and spiritual significance they did not have in them-
selves: ‘Some degree of spirituality is the necessary consequence of passing
through life. The sensible pleasures and pains must be transferred by associ-
ation more and more every day, upon things that afford neither sensible pleas-
ure nor sensible pain in themselves, and so beget the intellectual pleasures and
pains’49

Although the variety of impressions and associations that individuals exper-
ience in the course of their lives are unique, there are also many similarities
among them. This has important implications for Hartley’s moral theory, and
also for the standard of taste. Hartley claimed that sensations such as those
of colour could produce a basic aesthetic pleasure, but such pleasures are

37  SeeKallich 1970, pp. 76—7. See also Kallich 1946.

38  For Hartley’s influence, see Kallich 1970, pp. 129—30.
39  Hartley 1791 and 1801, Part 1, p. 434.

40 Hartley 1791 and 1801, Part 1, p. 82.
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strongest in youth and as the individual progresses to adulthood they become
increasingly overlaid by associations. Like other devotees of natural theology,
he claimed that through nature the mind could be led to the ‘exalted pleasures
of devotion) at least for those who already apprehended the ‘power, knowledge,
and goodness’ of its creator.#!

In Hartley’s system beauty is a complex idea with a multiplicity of causes,
as it was for all the major exponents of philosophical criticism who followed
him with the exception of Burke, who rejected the association principle.#?
However, if, for eighteenth-century British thinkers, beauty was no longer an
intrinsic property of objects, the qualities they identified as producing the idea
of beauty had inevitably to be discovered in objects hitherto seen as beautiful
in themselves. Further, although the idea that custom and habit were crucial
determinants of both morality and reasoning was a central theme of the most
original thought of the period, nearly all writers on taste sought to justify
universal values in the terms of their own systems, and the ‘standard of taste’
remained a consistent preoccupation.

If the reputation of the great works of European culture was secure, when
the term beauty was applied to them it had different connotations. Indeed,
as philosophical criticism came to base itself on increasingly sophisticated
systems of association psychology, its exponents felt obliged to assert that
traditional models of beauty did not represent a set of fixed norms, but rather
exemplified types of object with a common signifying function. Given the
changeability of human cultures that history displayed, it was possible that
quite different types of object could have that same function in the future. In his
Essays on Taste, Alison argues that no forms are originally beautiful: forms only
produce the idea of beauty from their function as signs expressive of fitness,
or expressive of emotion. This means that there is potentially no limit to the
objects of taste. Payne Knight, who was more fiercely critical of traditional rules
in the arts even than Alison, claimed that: ‘The pleasures of imagination ... have
been varied and augmented in every succeeding age of civilised society; and we
know not how much further they may yet be varied and augmented’#?

But not only had it become increasingly difficult to set limits to beauty, it
had also ceased to be the sole aesthetic category. Although the idea of beauty
received little analysis as such, it pervaded treatises on the arts in Antiquity and
the Renaissance. The new inquiry into the psychological principles of aesthetic

41 Hartley 1791 and 1801, Part 1, p. 421. Cf. his rapturous account of the order of the universe,
Part 2, pp. 247-8.

42  Kallich1954.

43  Knight 1808, p. 235.
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pleasure forced recognition of a variety of emotions that no single category
could plausibly contain. Eighteenth-century thinkers generally divided these
emotions into two types, the beautiful and the sublime. Although some, such as
Gerard, sought to define more, the development of the concept of the sublime
was the single most important factor in ending the primacy of beauty. The new
connotations of the word gradually became apparent in texts by Addison, John
Dennis, and Shaftesbury, but a firm demarcation between them was first made
by Gerard in his Essay on Taste, before Burke made them mutually exclusive
emotions excited by opposite types of object in his Philosophical Inquiry into the
Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Burke’s importance as an
aesthetician consists mainly in his recognition that the kinds of experience that
his contemporaries denominated sublime were incompatible with traditional
notions of beauty and in making the sublime a more powerful emotion.

The question of why a stylistic conception from classical rhetoric should
have undergone such a radical transformation demands a more complex
answer than I can give here. In this context it is only necessary to make a few
basic points. Firstly, since the thinkers I am concerned with conceived their
inquiry as grounded in basic psychological principles, and treated art primar-
ily as the imitation of nature, they discovered the causes of aesthetic emo-
tions in both nature and art. Indeed, they began their analyses with responses
to nature, which for them could produce more powerful aesthetic responses
than any product of human artifice. In her famous study Mountain Gloom and
Mountain Glory: The Development of the Aesthetics of the Infinite, Marjorie Hope
Nicolson argued that the emergence of the category of the sublime was directly
linked with new theories of the cosmos developed in the seventeenth cen-
tury. The discoveries and hypotheses of the new astronomy broke traditional
notions of an animate circumscribed universe and of a hierarchy of celestial
spheres, and substituted for them the conception of an infinity of worlds in
absolute space. Traditional notions of beauty paralleled those of cosmology
in that the concept of a harmonious universe, ordered and moving by divine
plan, matched aesthetic values of order and harmony. By contrast, traditional
aesthetic norms could not accommodate vastness and irregularity. Nicolson
gave particular importance to changing attitudes to mountains in breaking the
supremacy of order and harmony, and validating an ‘aesthetic of the infinite’44

The aesthetics of the sublime was intimately linked with the efforts of advoc-
ates of the new natural philosophy, such as some of the Boyle Lecturers, to
demonstrate that the latter was not incompatible with the truths of revelation

44  Nicolson 1959.
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as manifested in the scriptures. The idea that the cosmos provided evidence
of divine handiwork was ancient; the problem was to match the new concep-
tions of it with computations of the age of the earth, the creation of the species,
and the Flood as these were understood from the Biblical account. In the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the truths of natural philosophy
were fought over by free-thinkers and the different factions of the orthodox,
and forms of natural theology were advanced by each in support of their moral,
social, and political views. The main difference was over the weight to be given
to the evidence of nature and unassisted reason against that to be attributed to
revelation; conservatives, being committed to the latter, attacked Latitudinari-
ans for depending too much on the former and thereby playing into the hands
of Deists and other free-thinkers. However, the argument for the existence of
God from the design of the cosmos became increasingly commonplace.*3

The idea that the cosmos displayed a ‘design’ that was also the model of the
aesthetic was given a completely new emphasis from the writings of Shaftes-
bury onwards. Frequent references to the argument from design in philosoph-
ical criticism, and the truism that the highest experience of taste lay in contem-
plation of the order of the natural world, suggest that natural religion, medi-
ated through theological orthodoxy, functioned with philosophical criticism as
mutually reinforcing discourses with the same kinds of integrative ideological
effects. Natural theology justified the inequalities of the social order by assert-
ing that they, like the differences between species in the natural order, were
divinely ordained according to the ‘Government’ of the deity.#6 The connection
between the argument from design and broadly conservative interests, indic-
ates that the sublime aestheticised a hierarchical patriarchal cosmos, a cosmos
that presented a model of government precisely analogous to that which pre-
vailed in eighteenth-century society, as this appeared from the perspective of
the dominant class and its ideologues.

The Social Theory of the Scottish Enlightenment

In comparison with the seventeenth, the eighteenth century was not a partic-
ularly creative period in English thought; it did, however, witness a remarkable
intellectual efflorescence in Scotland. Just as the stimulus for seventeenth-

45  The literature on this area is extensive, but see: Jacob 1977; Jacob 1976; Jacob and Jacob
1980; Redwood 1976; Wilde 1980; Wilde 1982.
46  For a classic statement of the creed, see Butler 1736, p. 65.
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century intellectual advances in Britain came from the process of bourgeois
revolution, so those of the Scottish Enlightenment were the fruit of the revolu-
tionary transition from feudalism to capitalism in ‘North Britain'4? Central to
this achievement was the development of a secular and totalising theory of
society, a natural history of social relations that worked through the implica-
tions of Locke’s environmentalism for the understanding of historical devel-
opment and anticipated some aspects of Marxism’s science of society.*8 It was
the Scottish intelligentsia — deeply concerned with polite culture — who initi-
ated philosophical criticism as a form of systematic inquiry. Of the main expo-
nents of the new genre, Hutcheson, Hume, Gerard, Kames, and Alison were all
products of the Scottish social and political environment, although Hutcheson
was born in Ireland and taught in Dublin before becoming Professor of Moral
Philosophy at Glasgow. Payne Knight, an English squire, based his Analytical
Inquiry on Scottish models.

Scottish social theory was the product of an intelligentsia closely interwoven
with the fraction of less well-off aristocracy that made Edinburgh the focus of
its social life after the Union of 1707. This aristocratic oligarchy was a progress-
ive, modern-minded elite that in the absence of a local legislative institution
distinguished itself as the heir to the old governing class by a commitment to
agricultural improvement and capitalist development. The fraction of literati
that emerged in Edinburgh by the 1720s was partly comprised of the profess-
oriate of the reformed university, but the leading literary clubs were actually
dominated by gentry and lawyers. (By contrast, in Glasgow the professoriate
controlled intellectual life).#® Nicholas Phillipson has described the literati and
provincial oligarchy of mid-eighteenth-century Edinburgh as a complex social
unit in which the ‘collective will to understand was a substitute for the sort of
political action from which an earlier generation had derived its identity’>°

Because the intelligentsia was so closely involved with the transformation
of Scotland into a capitalist society the theory it produced was centrally con-
cerned with the effects of the new order of things on manners, morals, and

47  Neil Davidson makes the case for understanding the main developments of eighteenth-
century Scottish history in these terms in Davidson 2003 and addresses the relationship
between the Scottish Historical School and the revolutionary process in Davidson 2012,
Chapter 3.

48  Important literature on this topic includes: Phillipson 1973; Phillipson 1981; Meek 1976;
Hont and Ignatieff 1983.

49  Emerson 1973. On the importance of lawyers in the opposition to feudal remnants, see
Davidson 2003, pp. 47-9.

50  Phillipson 1975, p. 448.
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traditional norms of citizenship. This concern issued in a new type of moral
theory, exemplified by Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, which offered a
more private conception of virtue in place of the civic humanist model of act-
ive citizenship, derived from the warrior ethic of aristocratic societies.?! While
they tended to argue that commercial societies had some unfortunate effects
on morals and collective psychology, the Scottish School generally regarded
them as preferable to earlier stages of human development. In Smith’s words,
‘The progressive state is in reality the cheerful and the hearty state to all the
different orders of the society’52 The Scots’ appraisal of feudal society was a
negative one in nearly all respects, and they did not conceive landed society as
the locus of political virtues. In contrast to the civic humanist model Smith and
Hume were concerned with the justification of inequality, and with the secur-
ity of property rights in different kinds of society, concerns that derive from the
Natural Law tradition.53

Despite the closeness of the intellectual circles that produced it, Scottish
social theory was not linked with any single political position; but it was pre-
dominantly progressive and Whiggish. This may be illustrated through Millar’s
statement, ‘there is thus, in human society, a natural progress from ignorance
to knowledge, and from rude, to civilised manners, the several stages of which
are usually accompanied with peculiar laws and customs’>* However, Duncan
Forbes and other commentators have stressed that the Scots’ conception of
the progress needs to be distinguished from the naive optimism of Hartley,
Priestley, and Godwin.5 While Smith certainly represented commercial societ-
ies as preferable to earlier types, he did not believe in human perfectibility and
saw unmistakable disadvantages in progress. Kames, although he was a strong
Whig and advocate of Scottish economic development with an essentially
optimistic view of humanity’s moral character, also argued a cyclical model
of the progress and decline of societies. The persistent tension in the Scottish
inquiry is seen most acutely in Adam Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of Civil
Society (1767), which articulates eloquently the anxiety that specialisation and
commercialisation threaten essential qualities of human nature, while excess-
ive refinement has extinguished classical ideals of citizenship. Even John Millar,
the most politically radical of the Scottish thinkers, was only a Foxite Whig, who

51  See Phillipson 1983.

52 Smith1976 (1), vol. 1, p. 99.

53  Pocock1983.

54  Citations are from the text of the 1779 edition of Millar’s Origin of the Distinction of Ranks,
reprinted in Lehmann 1960, p. 176.

55  See Forbes1g7s (1), chapter 5, and Forbes 1975 (2).
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advocated a mixed constitution and did not favour universal suffrage. While
they were relatively sympathetic to bourgeois interests, the Scottish school
did not conceive of the bourgeoisie as a class, and were not the apologists
of those eighteenth-century groups conventionally associated with that term.
Their conception of progress, unlike that of nineteenth-century liberalism, was
neither propagandistic nor blasé.

The new naturalistic approach to historical studies that assumed the pri-
macy of economic and cultural variables in the formation of human conscious-
ness emerged in a succession of works by Smith, Kames, Ferguson, and Millar
published in the 1760s and 1770s. It was quite directly inspired by the example of
seventeenth-century developments in the natural sciences, and sought to apply
scientific methods in the study of ‘man’; for epistemology and psychology it
took the sensationalist theories of Locke and Hume. Scottish thought socialised
and historicised the study of human behaviour. It represented the individual
as a social being determined as much by the division of property and organisa-
tion of labour as by political forms. History was conceived as a stadial progress —
usually divided into four modes of subsistence: hunting, pasturage, agriculture,
and commerce — to which corresponded different institutions and manners. Its
study became a synthesising approach to human societies, in which the devel-
opment of changing forms of social life was explained in terms of changing
property relations and power struggles between social groups with different
places in these property relations, as nations passed from barbarism to com-
merce, luxury, and refinement. The law of unintended consequences was a fun-
damental assumption. Human beings made their own institutions, but were as
individuals fundamentally determined by their circumstances. The importance
of Scottish theory as a precedent for Marx’s thought should be self-evident —
although ‘modes of subsistence’ do not designate different forms of exploitat-
ive relationship and should not be equated with ‘modes of production’.56

In general, Scottish social thought placed refinement and the arts among the
main advantages of commercial societies, and this helps to explain the connec-
tions between it and inquiries into the nature of taste. I suggested earlier that
philosophical criticism encouraged some questioning of traditional artistic val-
ues, both because it rejected a priori principles and established authorities in
favour of principles ‘discovered’ by empirical investigation, and because it dealt
with responses of the mind, which were notoriously various both within com-

56  Important early characterisations of the Scottish School from a Marxist perspective
include: Pascal 1938; and Meek, ‘The Scottish Contribution to Marxist Sociology’, in Meek
1967. For a more critical appraisal of the relationship, see Ignatieff 1981.



THE SCIENCE OF TASTE IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 59

mon cultural contexts and across diverse ones. The Scots’ science of society was
characterised by the introduction of a new kind of argument from historical
and anthropological evidence in the analysis of morals and political institu-
tions, most clearly exemplified in general theories of social development such
as Ferguson’s Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) and Millar’s Origin of the
Distinction of Ranks (1771). The environmentalist approach this entailed is well-
illustrated by Millar’s assertion, ‘That the dispositions and behaviour of man
are liable to be influenced by the circumstances in which he is placed, and by
his peculiar education and habits of life, is a proposition that few persons will
be inclined to controvert’5”

A central task of philosophical criticism was to reconcile this ‘scientific’
premise with the need to justify the authority of the dominant social groups
in taste, as it was justified in politics and other spheres of belief. By 1800, Scot-
tish thinkers had produced a substantial body of sophisticated reflections on
the social basis of aesthetic norms. These really begin with Hume’s ‘Of the
Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’ and ‘Of Refinement in the Arts’
in his Essays Moral and Political (1742), which relate the arts to his more gen-
eral theses on the connections between modes of subsistence, political insti-
tutions, and manners. Although ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ in the Four Dis-
sertations (1757) was not original in theme, it marked a new level of sophist-
ication in thinking on the problem. A crucial unpublished text was Smith’s
Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, which he gave at Glasgow from 1752
onwards as a private class in addition to his functions as Professor of Moral
Philosophy. The lecture notes were destroyed at Smith’s request shortly before
his death, but are known today through student notes made in 1762—3. While
the lectures are not a treatise on taste as such, they contain numerous com-
ments on the different arts and ground beauty of expression in psychological
principles, making extensive use of association. More importantly here, Smith
makes a number of connections between developments in style and the dif-
ferent stages of social development.5® Hugh Blair and Millar were among the
students who attended Smith’s rhetoric course, and Blair was lent Smith’s notes,
which influenced both his own lecture course at Edinburgh and his published
Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783).5° The currency of the view that
taste was to a large extent a matter of custom, and therefore socially relative,

57  Millar18o3, vol. 4, p. 174.

58 Smith 1983, pp. 111-12, 135-8.

59  Onthe immense success of Blair’s work, which was essentially an exercise in popularisa-
tion, see Hipple 1957, p. 122.
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must also have been increased by Smith’s persuasive comments on the issue in
his Theory of Moral Sentiments.5°

Reflections on the social bases of taste did not appear only within specialised
texts on criticism, they also appeared in works of ‘conjectural history’ such
as Kames's Sketches and Ferguson’s Essay, and in narrative histories such as
Hume'’s History of England (175461, first complete edition 1763). Indeed, some
of the most profound and coherent reflections on the culture of commercial
societies appear in the fourth volume of Millar’s Historical View of the English
Government (1803). In what follows I shall be concerned with two aspects of
Scottish thought as it bore on the arts: firstly, with how it naturalised the
functions of taste as those of a class-specific social group; and, secondly, with
how it conceived the effects of commercial societies on the formation of taste.

It is symptomatic that none of the conjectural histories or treatises on
taste I have consulted address the capacity for taste in women. The only taste
that demanded definition was the taste of the gentleman. This may be an
index of more than just the assumed readership of such texts or gendered
preconceptions as to who should exercise authority in the arts. Most of their
authors assumed that women possessed neither the power of judgment nor
the moral range to comprehend the most sublime objects. But the Fine Arts
were held to call into play those feelings of ‘humanity’ and ‘exquisite fellow-
feeling’ said to be particularly characteristic of women,5! and perhaps for this
reason there seemed a dangerously feminine aspect to their cultivation. It is
notable that Smith alleged that it was weak men who are drawn to the Fine Arts,
exemplifying the point through the person of Shaftesbury.62 In his essay ‘Of the
Delicacy of Taste and Passion, Hume recommends the exercise of taste as a
way of both developing the capacity for judgment, and as a ‘cure’ for excessive
‘delicacy of passion’; but when he describes the effects of study of the beauties
of ‘poetry, eloquence, music, or painting,, it is in terms of distinctively private
virtues.63

When Hume directly addresses the issue of female taste in ‘Of Essay Writing),
it is because of the role it plays in sociability. The argument here is that the
separation of ‘the learned’ from the ‘conversable world’ — the realm of polite
conversation dominated by the ‘fair sex’ — has unfortunate results for both;
men of letters need to be engaged with society, and polite culture needs to

60  See ‘Of the Influence of Custom and Fashion upon our Notions of Beauty and Deformity’,
in Adam Smith 1976 (2), pp. 194-200.

61 Smith1976 (2), p. 190.

62  Smith 1983, p. 57.

63 Hume 1963, pp. 5-6.
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be provided with serious materials for discussion. Hume claims that ‘women
of sense and education’ are ‘much better judges of all polite writing than men
of the same degree of understanding, and that ‘all men of sense, who know
the world), respect the judgment of women in relation to such books ‘as lie
within the compass of their knowledge’, even though their ‘delicacy of taste’
is ‘unguided by rules. Women’s judgment is only unreliable when it bears
on books of devotion and gallantry, in relation to which it is perverted by
their ‘greater share of the tender and amorous disposition. Women thus tend
to a highly sensitive taste, but have an innate propensity that distorts their
judgment and which they must struggle to control, a propensity that does not
distort the judgment of men. But Hume does not envisage a category of ‘women
of letters, and when it comes to discussing the ‘Standard of Taste) the ideal
critic he describes is a writer and a man. Thus while women in the ‘conversable
world’ may advise men in judgments of taste, it is not their function to take on
the public office of the critic.6*

In the long and fascinating chapter ‘Of the rank and condition of women
in different ages’ that begins On the Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, Millar
effectively makes the position of women an index of the level of societies in
the scale of progress: ‘Their condition is naturally improved by every circum-
stance which tends to create more attention to the pleasures of sex, and to
increase the value of those occupations that are suited to the female character;
by the cultivation of the arts of life; by the advancement of opulence; and by
the gradual refinement of taste and manners.65 Millar seems to slip between
attributing the ‘peculiar delicacy and sensibility’ that comprises the charac-
ter of women to their ‘original constitution’ or to their education and ‘way of
life’56 However, in the early stages of the improvement of arts and manufac-
tures, women obtain ‘that rank and station’ that is best suited to their ‘character
and talents’ within the home. In ages of opulence, they ‘are encouraged to
quit that retirement which was formerly esteemed so suitable to their char-
acter ... to appear in mixed company, and in public meetings of pleasure’. As
they enter more into public life, they seek to distinguish themselves by ‘polite
accomplishments that tend to heighten their personal attractions’®7 This is the
apex of progress for women of the higher ranks of society, and it brings with it

64  See Hume 1963, pp. 568—72. Mary Wollstonecraft uses Hume to exemplify the degradation
of the character of women in Wollstonecraft 1982, p. 145.

65  Lehmannig6o, p. 203. Kames takes a similar position in the chapter ‘Progress of the Female
Sex’, in Home 1788.

66  Lehmann 1960, pp. 219—20.

67 Lehmann 1960, p. 224. Cf. Home 1788, vol. 2, pp. 41—2.
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the danger of licentious and dissolute manners. For Millar women are ‘natur-
ally excluded’ from the ‘pursuits of ambition’ in public affairs, and the ‘polite
accomplishments’ to which he refers are only such as will generate the passions
appropriate to the female character. These do not include the serious refine-
ment of taste, which is congruous only to men, like other ‘public affairs’.

Scottish Social Theory and the Theory of Taste

The justification of a standard of taste presented no problems for thinkers
who based judgement on the notion of an internal sense or senses. The theory
had been developed in the first place to ward against relativism in moral
judgements and was equally fitted to deny relativism in matters of taste. Thus
Shaftesbury found it self-evident that the ‘Foundation of a right and wrong
taste’ in both aesthetic and moral matters must lie in ‘the very nature of things’.
No more than later thinkers could he deny the plurality of observable tastes,
but he simply attributed them to ignorance, self-interest, and passion.6® While
both morality and taste derive from innate senses, these faculties need to be
refined and cultivated. The rules of art, like those of behaviour, can be learnt.
Obviously the refinement of taste is possible only for those with wealth and
leisure, but unlike some of his successors, Shaftesbury did not elaborate on
this issue. However, his consideration of the political and social conditions in
which taste is likely to develop in the public in the ‘Letter Concerning the Art,
or Science of Design’ does anticipate some themes of Scottish thought.6°

For Hutcheson, who took up Shaftesbury’s ‘inner sense’ concept, there was
also a relatively simple justification of aesthetic norms, and even in Gerard’s
Essay on Taste, in which the notion of a single sense has proliferated into
seven operative senses, supplemented by extensive use of association, the
author still maintains an uncompromising absolutism on the existence of the
standard — deviations are simply the result of ‘weakness or disorder’ in the
individual concerned.” In Gerard’s account, ‘great sensibility of taste’ is to be
expected only among the ‘polite’ ranks of ‘polite’ nations, and quite simply, the
‘bulk of mankind), ‘engrossed by attention to the necessaries of life, have no
opportunity to develop the ‘elements of taste which nature implanted in their
souls’, and which therefore become ‘corrupted and lost’.”*

68 Cooper 1714, vol. 1, pp. 336, 340; vol. 2, p. 416.
69  Cooper 1714, vol. 3, pp. 393ft.

70  Gerard 1963, p. 72.

71 Gerard 1963, pp. 188, 205.
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However, the increasing authority of associationist models in the psychology
of philosophical criticism made taste necessarily more relative, and justifica-
tion of a standard more complex. Although Hume refers to a sense that oper-
ates in moral and aesthetic judgements in both the Treatise of Human Nature
and the Enquiry Concerning ... Morals,” this sense is integrated with the larger
emotional and sentimental capacities of human nature in a way it is not in the
writings of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson. For Hume there are types of beauty
that immediately ‘command our affection and approbation, but particularly
with regard to the fine arts and sciences, ‘a fine taste is, in some measure, the
same with strong sense, or at least depends so much upon it that they are insep-
arable’™

Hume and Kames

Hume is emphatic that the inspiration of the poet is not of supernatural origin,
but owes much to judgement and learning. Equally, he asserts the importance
of ‘argument and reflection’ in the fine arts, and of reasoning and comparison
in the cultivation of taste, in order for them to have a ‘suitable influence on the
human mind’7* However, in the second Enquiry Hume is particularly firm on
the differences between reason and taste, and claims that while Shaftesbury
had first noted the distinction, he had yet sometimes confused the two. The
standards of reason are ‘eternal and inflexible) founded in the ‘nature of things’,
but the standard of taste depends upon the ‘internal frame and constitution
of animals) and derives from that Supreme Will which gave each order of
existence its peculiar nature, ‘Truth is disputable, not taste’.”

The criterion of judgement in matters of taste is not truth but pleasure,
and what gives pleasure cannot be wrong. For Hume, reason ‘discovers objects
as they really stand in nature, without addition or diminution, while taste is
a ‘productive faculty) ‘gilding or staining all natural objects with the colours
borrowed from internal sentiment’ But this assertion of the primacy of sen-
timent did not lead Hume to relativism. While acknowledging the variety of
individual tastes, he sought to identify general principles in the common fea-
tures of human nature. In ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ he maintains that ‘some

72 Hume 1978, p. 612; Hume 1975, pp. 173, 294.

73 Hume 1963, p. 5. An indication of the irrational and feminine connotations of the term
taste is provided by Wollstonecraft’s repeated insistence in the Vindication that taste
without judgement is merely emotion — Wollstonecraft 1982, pp. 160, 166, 183, 223, 277,
284-5.

74  Hume 1975, pp.173.
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particular form or qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric
are calculated to please and others to displease’.’® When the ‘natural’ effect
does not occur this is due to an ‘imperfection’ in the sense of the individual
concerned, a defect akin to physical deformity or disease.

Consistent with his critical attitude to traditional authorities more gener-
ally, Hume did not accept a priori rules in the arts.”” The only rules worth
acknowledging are those derived from the regularities observed in experi-
ence. Although Hume was conservative in his artistic preferences — he accep-
ted the dramatic unities, and thought Sophocles and Racine preferable to
Shakespeare — he put the old rules on a new foundation by replacing the author-
ity of the classics with principles derived from ‘human nature’. The rules that he
affirmed were based on the similar reactions of individuals in similar circum-
stances. Even though there is ‘something approaching to principle in mental
taste) disagreements continue, and ‘education, custom, prejudice, caprice, and
humour, frequently vary our taste of this kind’.”® Critics should divest them-
selves of the prejudices of their own age and nature. In assessing works from
other times and places they should try to imagine themselves in the situation
of the audience for which they were first intended: ‘We may observe, that every
work of art, in order to produce its due effect on the mind, must be surveyed
in a certain point of view, and cannot be fully relished by persons, whose situ-
ation, real or imaginary, is not conformable to that which is required by the
performance’.”®

Such awareness of cultural positioning points the way to a more relativistic
criticism. For Hume, religious errors are the most permissible in works of art,
providing they do not extend to ‘bigotry or superstition’; but we need not
go against our moral sentiments in the interests of taste. Thus, Hume finds
that even Homer and the Greek tragedians at times display an inexcusable
lack of humanity and decency. Notwithstanding all our efforts, some degree of
diversity in judgements of taste will remain as a result of historical and personal
factors and should be tolerated.8°

If Hume made a distinction between moral and aesthetic judgements, he
clearly saw them as analogous mental functions and frequently discussed them
together. He was thus in a good position to assert that the cultivation of the arts

76  Hume 1963, p. 238. For Hume’s views on the uniformity of human nature, see Forbes 1975
(1), Chapter 4.

77 Hume 1963, pp. 235-6.

78 Hume 1963, p. 165.

79 Hume 1963, p. 244.

8o Hume 1963, pp. 249-54.
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contributes to the refinement of manners. Predictably, this refinement is the
prerogative of the propertied classes, and the Fine Arts are easily lost because
‘they are always relished by a few only, whose leisure, fortune and genius, fit
them for such amusements’8! Like other forms of learning and refinement, the
arts will thrive only in a particular type of social context, and in ‘Of the Rise
and Progress of the Arts and Sciences, Hume claims ‘freedom’ as a necessary
precondition of their development. It is a contradiction to expect them to
rise in a monarchy, for while republics necessarily create laws monarchies do
not and a climate of security is necessary to intellectual progress. Once the
arts and sciences have appeared they will continue under any government,
although monarchies tend to favour the arts and republics the sciences.32 A
certain degree of luxury is necessary to the progress of either; therefore, both
are stimulated by the coming together of people in towns, both depend upon
the growth of commerce and manufactures. Over-refinement is the defect of
modern cultures, and is always more dangerous than simplicity, the defect
of the ancients. For Hume, this danger threatened contemporary English and
French culture alike.33

While he held a cyclical view of the history of cultures, Hume’s position
was generally a progressive one. Unable to recognise the achievements of
non-European cultures, he saw Europe as the perennial source of civiliza-
tion. He equated the modern nation states of his time with the city states
of ancient Greece, and maintained that competing independent states, ‘con-
nected together by commerce and policy’ were the best environment for the
advancement of learning and the arts.8* Yet although the English are already
superior to the Greeks in refinement and knowledge, they are inferior in literat-
ure, and refined manners are not conducive to the development of language.85
For Hume, as for Smith, decline in the beauty of language is one of the costs of
progress.86

Hume’s claim that the increasing consumption of commodities that ‘serve
to the ornament and pleasure of life’ is advantageous to society is congruent
with the general orientation of Scottish social thought. Industry and the arts
satisfy natural appetites, stimulate the mind, and are conducive to happiness
and virtue. A characteristic of individuals in commercial societies is their ‘soci-

81 Hume 1963, p. 125.

82 Hume 1963, pp. 16—19.

83 Hume 1963, p. 131. Cf. p. 201.

84 Hume 1963, p. 120.

85 A comment that appears in ‘Of National Characters, Hume 1963, p. 214.
86  Smith 1983, pp. 12-13.
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ability’, the fruit of an urban lifestyle. Commerce and manufactures promote
the growth of knowledge, which by encouraging wiser laws is in turn advant-
ageous to industry. For Hume, ‘tradesmen and merchants’, ‘that middling rank
of men), are the best and firmest basis of public liberty, for they will not submit
to slavery, and seek equal laws to protect them from the tyrannies of monarchy
and aristocracy: ‘Thus industry, knowledge, and humanity, are linked together,
by an indissoluble chain, and are found, from experience as well as reason, to
be peculiar to the more polished, and, what are commonly denominated the
more luxurious ages’87

Hume was emphatic about the advantages of commercial societies, but he
was not an apologist for the one in which he lived. He saw both merits and
weaknesses in English political institutions. Equally, he was critical of English
art and literature, which he tended to compare unfavourably with the arts of
France. These reservations were developed in the History of England, where the
account of each reign or period is followed by an appendix on ‘Government and
Manners), or in the volumes dealing with later periods, on ‘Manners’, ‘Finances),
‘Commerce, ‘Manufactures’, ‘Learning and the Arts’ in various combinations.
E.C. Mossner has observed that Hume’s practical criticism did not live up to
the project he had advocated in ‘Of the Standard of Taste’88 His theory of know-
ledge was so strongly normative in itself that he could only see cultural forms
that were contrary to what he understood as common sense and reason as non-
progressive. Nonetheless, Hume’s History is important in initiating a mode of
argument that seeks to insert the history of the arts in a larger framework of
historical developments.

Kames'’s Elements of Criticism is related to Hume’s writings both in its use
of association, and in its account of the standard of taste. Indeed, it has been
suggested that Kames intended the text as the systematic treatise Hume had
promised in his 1739 advertisement to the Treatise of Human Nature, but failed
to produce.8? Still, it should be noted that Kames, a less sceptical thinker than
Hume, was far more complacent about the ordering of the world by divine plan.
Thus Kames claims it is an intrinsic capacity of human nature to find pleasure
in the sensations of eye and ear, akin to the moral sense. This leads him to define
an intrinsic beauty associated with the sense of sight, which includes pleasures
deriving from regularity, uniformity, proportion, order, and simplicity. Thus
although beauty is one type of emotion, it can have a multiplicity of causes and

87  ‘Of the Refinement of the Arts and Sciences) in Hume 1963, p. 278.
88  Mossner 1967, p. 246.
89 Ross 1972, p. 261.
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is complex in nature. Grandeur is produced by large objects, and like beauty
is an agreeable sensation, but serious, rather than sweet and gay. Sublimity
originally denotes the effect of height, but is applied transitively to that which
elevates the mind. But there are also ideas of relative beauty that depend on
reflection and understanding.%°

For Kames, as for Hume, the association of ideas is the fundamental cohesive
principle of the mind, and he accepted the latter’s three principles of connec-
tion, but added to them a fourth, the principle of order. According to Kames,
the mind is so designed that we have a divinely implanted propensity to relish
associations connected by principles of unity and order; that which violates
the natural tendency of the mind causes displeasure; a work of art is like ‘an
organic system’ in this regard.! Relative beauty is derived from understanding
how means are related to some good end or purpose, and in its highest form it
is experienced from contemplating the design of the works of nature.%2

Having identified this innate relish for connection and order, Kames can fix
the standard of taste, like that of morals, in a common human nature that
is invariable and universal, the same in all ages and all nations.%® A part of
this nature is an original attachment to every object that elevates the mind;
even those persons who prefer low and trifling amusements’ acknowledge its
existence.%* Justice too is naturally ordained, for it is natural for the individual
to adapt his behaviour to the ‘station allotted him by providence’.%°

Kames consistently discusses the ‘discipline’ of taste in terms that emphasise
its connections with morality. Thus, ‘no discipline is more suitable to man, nor
more congruous to the dignity of his nature, than that which refines his taste,
and leads him to distinguish in every subject, what is regular, what is orderly,
what is suitable, and what is fit and proper’.96

Presumably, this discipline is not congruous to women, whose ‘character’
and ‘rank’ do not require them to make such discriminations. Just as uniformity
of morals is necessary to society, so too is uniformity of taste. Progressive that he

9o  Home 1785, vol. 1, Chapters 3—4.

91 Home 1785, vol. 1, p. 27. Cf. on language, vol. 2, p. 8o. On the aesthetic state of mind, see
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is, Kames concludes that as ‘we’ would not derive the rules of morality from ‘the
common sense of savages) so ‘we’ should not derive from them the rules ‘that
ought to govern the fine arts’ Instead these must be discovered from those rules
‘most general’ and ‘most lasting’ in ‘polite nations’®” While all human beings
have the potential to experience the emotions of taste, only a decisive minority
do so. Those who rely for their food on bodily labour are totally lacking in the
higher forms of taste, and thus the majority of mankind are excluded from its
exercise; while of the remainder, many are disqualified by a corruption of the
faculty: ‘The common sense of mankind must then be confined to the few that
fall not under those exceptions’.98

It is in the nature of human societies that ‘many hands must be employed to
procure ... the conveniences of life’, and fortunately the majority ‘fall in readily
with the occupations, pleasure, food, and company’ proper to their station;
if a fine taste were universally developed, they would resent their humble
occupations. Yet without the underlying uniformity of taste, ‘there could not be
any suitable reward, either of profit or honour, to encourage men of genius to
labour’. Moreover, this uniformity helps soften the inequalities between social
ranks, for since taste is a source of pleasure that ‘all ranks’ may to some degree
enjoy at public spectacles and amusements, it is ‘no slight support to the social
affections’®?

Situated midway between the pleasures of the senses and those of the intel-
lect, the pleasures of taste prepare the mind for higher things. They promote
benevolence, and by ‘cherishing love of order enforce submission to govern-
ment’ and strengthen the ‘bond of society’.1°0 Further, they have a more specific
function in commercial societies, where they can prevent the fruits of com-
merce being wasted in vice and wanton pleasures. In the Dedication of the
Elements of Criticism, addressed to George 111, Kames asserts that the Fine Arts
are necessary to establish Britain’s greatness:

A flourishing commerce begets opulence; and opulence inflaming our
appetite for pleasures, is commonly vented on luxury, and on every sen-
sual gratification: Selfishness rears its head; becomes fashionable; and
infecting all ranks, extinguishes the amor patriae, and every spark of pub-
lic spirit. To prevent or retard such fatal corruption, the genius of an Alfred
cannot devise any means more efficacious, than the venting opulence

97 Home 1785, vol. 2, p. 498.
98  Home 1785, vol. 2, p. 500.
99 Hume 1785, vol. 2, pp. 489, 495—500.
100 Hume 1785, vol. 1, p. v. Cf. pp. 13, 100.
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upon the Fine Arts: riches so employed, instead of encouraging vice, will
excite both public and private virtue.1%!

Kames’s warning about the dangers of luxury derives from the discourse of
civic humanism, but consonant with his progressivism he offers an antidote to
the selfishness and corruption commerce threatens: private and public virtues
alike will be safe if the nation’s rulers operate an enlightened policy of the arts.
The larger historical framework of Kames’s system is set out in his Sketches
of the History of Man (1774), in which he attempted to popularise ideas from
both the Elements of Criticism and his Essays on the Principles of Morality and
Natural Religion (1751). In the section titled the ‘Origin and Progress of the Arts’
Kames follows Hume in asserting that competing nation states provide the
most fertile environment for progress, citing those of Greece and Renaissance
Italy as evidence. Taste flourishes in urban societies and not in feudal ones,
and Britain is still backward in the arts because it was the last polite nation to
take to town life.l%2 For Kames, the arts are progressive, but he conceived the
history of both the arts and sciences on a cyclical model, claiming that the thirst
for novelty, while productive in early stages of development, tends to produce
retrogression when the arts are in perfection. This conception of ‘novelty’ as
a cause of both progress and retrogression in the arts is a recurrent motif in
Scottish social thought. It may be connected, at least by analogy, with the
equally recurrent idea that progress in agriculture and manufactures is driven
on by the endless urgings of human desire, which can never be satisfied.103
Kames seems to assert an almost dialectical relationship between a cyclical
tendency in the arts, the development of societies from barbarism to opulence,
and the rise and fall of political liberty; but this is not clearly worked out.104
In his sketches of the ‘Progress and Effects of Luxury’ and ‘Rise and Fall of
Patriotism’, Kames offers a far gloomier prognosis of Britain’s cultural prospects
than he had suggested in the dedication to Elements of Criticism. On the one
hand, commerce is necessary to support patriotism, while on the other, ‘a
continual influx of wealth into the capital’ generates luxury and selfishness
that destroy it. ‘Indulgence in corporeal pleasure’ has diminished the military
spirit of the English nobility, and their minds have been rendered effeminate by
indolence. Indeed, nobleman, merchant, and manufacturer all suffer from the
‘gradual decay of manhood' Although the Fine Arts humanise the mind, too

101 Hume 1785, vol. 1, p. vii.

102 Home 1788, vol. 1, pp. 210-11.

103 On this, see for example Smith 1976 (1), vol. 1, p. 181.
104 Home 1788, vol. 1, p. 282.
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great indulgence in them consumes time which the nobility should spend in
more important duties. Kames finds the prospect a melancholy one, ‘It grieves
me, that the epidemic distempers of luxury and selfishness are spreading wide
in Britain. Given the contradictory tendencies generated by commerce, as
Kames defines them, it seems the nation is bound for ‘indolence, sensuality,
corruption, prostitution, perdition’.10>

Ferguson and Millar
Written at a far higher level than Kames’s works, Adam Ferguson’s Essay on the
History of Civil Society (1767) and John Millar’s View of the English Government
(1803) may stand as opposite poles of the Scottish inquiry in relation to the
affirmation of modernity.

Ferguson’s Essay articulates a well-defined conception of human nature
grounded in the discourse of civic humanism as the basis for an equally clear
public morality. Ferguson stresses the active and creative character of human
beings and argues that happiness derives from pursuit rather than attainment;
possession does not produce pleasure.l%6 The tendency of individuals to define
themselves through property leads to the obsessive pursuit of wealth, which
is a corruption of their nature since it distracts them from their ‘happier and
more respectable qualities’!97 In contrast to his more sanguine contemporar-
ies, Ferguson asserts that urban life is not conducive to happiness, for the best
parts of the human character are not encouraged by those ‘nurseries of affect-
ation, pertness, and vanity, from which fashion is propagated, and the genteel
is announced ... in great and opulent cities, where men vie with one another in
equipage, dress, and the reputation of fortune’108

A quite different kind of culture, and one characteristic of an earlier stage
in social development, is required to foster virtue and happiness. Modern
commercial culture is corrupted by its pervasive individualism. In contrast
to the societies of Ancient Greece and Rome, in which the public was all
important and the individual nothing, in modern societies ‘the state is merely
a combination of departments, in which consideration, wealth, eminence,

105 Home 1788, vol. 2, pp. 330, 334, 135-53, 339. Similar ideas on the relationship between
the arts and society to those of Hume and Kames were stated in a more systematic and
perhaps glibber way in the first volume of the History of the Reign of the Emperor Charles v
(1777), by William Robertson, Principal of Edinburgh University from 1762—93.

106 Ferguson 1966, pp. 41, 216, 225. On Ferguson, see Forbes’s Introduction to Ferguson 1966
and Kettler 1977.

107 Ferguson 1966, pp.12—13.

108 Ferguson 1966, pp. 39—40.
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or power, are offered as the reward of service'%® Ferguson finds it painful
that in conversation the ‘interests of trade’ have come to ‘give the ton to our
reasonings’!%

The connection between economic advance, security, and peace was hardly
open to debate; but for Ferguson the downside was also inescapable. While he
acknowledged the general logic of stadial theory, that ‘a people can make no
great progress in cultivating the arts of life’ without specialisation of skills and
the division of labour, he found this separation of skills inimical to national
spirit, since each craft tends to engross ‘the whole of a man’s attention’ and
distract him from concern with the good of the commonwealth. For him, as for
Smith, the division of labour tended to contract the abilities of the individual
workman and limit his mental capacity. Modern societies produce a complex
diversity of social types, which contrasts sharply with the relative homogeneity
of earlier stages.!! The more individuals consider themselves as practitioners
of a particular profession or craft, the less they think of themselves as citizens;
and once matters of state and war become the ‘objects of separate professions’
they are worse administered. Further, the growth of wealth tends to issue in
corruption, which enervates democratic and monarchical states alike.!1?

In Ferguson’s scheme, the literary arts flourish most in the early stages of
society. In such periods, language is simple, free, and varied, and allows liberties
to the poet denied in later times. When men are not separated by ‘distinctions
of rank or profession, they live and speak in the same way, and thus the
poet does not have to adapt his language to the ‘singular accents of different
conditions), his use of language is not bound by established rules, and he has
more freedom to innovate in expression.!3

While Ferguson gave artists a high standing in modern societies because
they are ‘bound to no task] his view of the functions of the arts is not optim-
istic, and is consonant with his strictures on materialism, self-interest, and the
pursuit of private pleasures. At one point he comments ironically how even in
states ‘where different orders of men are summoned to partake in the govern-
ment of their country’ and where the active vigilance of the citizens is neces-
sary for the preservation of liberty, ‘they, who, in the vulgar phrase, have not
their fortunes to make, are supposed to be at a loss for occupation, and betake
themselves to solitary pastimes, or cultivate what they are pleased to call a taste

109 Ferguson 1966, p. 56.

110 Ferguson 1966, p. 145.

111 Ferguson 1966, pp. 189—90. Smith 1976 (1), vol. 1, pp. 143—4.
112 Ferguson 1966, pp. 218, 251, 254—5.

113 Ferguson 1966, p.174.
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for gardening, building, drawing, or music. With this aid, they endeavour to fill
up the blanks of a listless life, and avoid the necessity of curing their langours
by any positive service to their country, or to mankind’!!4 In fact, for those with
a happy disposition, capacity, and vigour, such service would produce a more
genuine happiness. The refinements of ‘a polished age’ are dangerous, because
they enervate the military spirit of a nation, and Ferguson is ultimately con-
temptuous of such periods and of that which goes under the name of ‘polite-
ness, when, ‘men, being relieved from the pressure of great occasions, bestow
their attention on trifles’ !> Refinement encourages effeminacy; a truly vigorous
mind is produced by contending with difficulties, not by leisure and retire-
ment.

Ferguson’s low opinion of the ‘commercial arts’, which ‘seem to require no
foundation in the minds of men, but the regard to interest, and his frequent
references to the examples of public virtue of Ancient Greece and Rome, seems
to link his statements with those among his contemporaries who were critical
of the alliance of mercantile wealth and a faction of the landed oligarchy
that ran eighteenth-century Britain, and looked to an oppositional and public-
spirited gentry as the best safeguard of the nation’s political health.116 There is
no suggestion in the Essay that the middling ranks are a safeguard of liberty,
and the measures of national culture it invokes are too military and political in
character to give much weight to literature and the arts.

John Millar’s writings offer a radically different political vision, one that
implies a considerably more sanguine vision of the role of the arts. His Histor-
ical View of the English Government (1803) integrates many of the conclusions
he had reached in the Origin of the Distinction of Ranks (1771) with an analysis
of a specific historical instance driven by immediate political concerns. Millar
was well-known as a political radical, and a ‘zealous member’ of the Society of
Friends of the People, although, in fact, he was only a Foxite Whig who envis-
aged a restricted franchise based on the ‘union of wealth and talent’ He advoc-
ated limited monarchy and asserted that the constitution established in Britain
in the reign of William 111 was a ‘mixed form of government’, ‘remarkable for its
beautiful simplicity’, in which the powers committed to different orders of men
were so modelled and adjusted as to become subservient to one great purpose,
the preservation of the rights and liberties of the people’'? However, there is no

114 Ferguson 1966, pp. 56—7.

115 Ferguson 1966, pp. 256. Cf. 231-2.

116 That the book satisfied the ideological needs of quite a wide readership is suggested by
the fact that it went through seven editions between 1767 and 1814.

117 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 76. Earlier Millar wrote that ‘the interest of those who are governed
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perfection in human contrivance, and a government devised for one age cannot
continue to be equally suitable to a changing nation. Because of the increasing
wealth of Britain, the constitution of the early eighteenth century had come to
require revision.

Deeply interested by the French Revolution, Millar was shaken by the Brit-
ish White Terror of the 1790s, which convinced him of the need for major
reforms.!8 His reflections on eighteenth-century history indicate his concern
with the climate of repression and the Historical View utilises elements from the
discourse of civic humanism to criticise developments of the period — although
it takes positions unlike those of Ferguson. Thus Millar’s second chapter, ‘Polit-
ical Consequences of the Revolution’ (of 1688—9), concerns the growth of royal
influence as a result of increasing revenues from taxation and the expansion of
the civil and military establishments, both effects of the nation’s growing opu-
lence. The increasing patronage of the Crown has become a threat to liberty,
and an insidious corrupting force throughout the social order.'® The National
Debt and increase of taxation were characteristic concerns of those with reser-
vations about commercialisation. These developments affected the pervasive
ethos of society that Millar saw as ‘a mercantile people: a people engrossed by
lucrative trades; and professions, whose great object is gain, and whose ruling
principle is avarice’.20

However, the pervasive thrust of Millar’s text is thoroughly progressive. For
him, as for Smith, the economy has a natural tendency to improvement, which
can only be hindered by attempts at state regulation.!?! Further, economic
growth promoted social well-being: ‘The tendency of improvement in all the
arts of life, and in every trade or profession, has been uniformly the same; to
enable mankind to gain a livelihood by the exercise of their talents, without
being subject to the caprice, or caring for the displeasure of others; that is,

is the chief circumstance which ought to regulate the powers committed to a father, as
well as those committed to a civil magistrate; and whenever the prerogative of either
is further extended than is requisite for this great end, it immediately degenerates into
usurpation, and is to be regarded as a violation of the natural rights of mankind’ (Lehmann
1960, p. 243). Millar’s biographer, John Craig, claimed that he ‘treated with the utmost
contempt all assertion of metaphysical Rights, inconsistent with practical utility’, and was
‘ever decidedly hostile to the system of universal suffrage’; but consideration should be
given to the context of this statement. See Craig 1806, pp. cxiv.

118 See Lehmann 1960, p. 56, and Chapter 7; Meek 1967, pp. 46-7.

119 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 78—99.

120 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 94.

121 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 116, 128.
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to render the lower classes of the people less dependent upon their superi-
ors’122 The influence of superior wealth had been diminished by the frequent
alienation of landed estates since the abolition of entail in England; and the
‘mercantile interest’ had acquired an increasing (and appropriate) influence
on government.

Given the benefits of commercial progress, it seems almost paradoxical that
the British political system is in such an unsatisfactory state. For the factor that
may counterbalance the corrupting tendencies commerce has unleashed is the
spirit of liberty that it has also generated: ‘The rapid improvements of arts and
manufactures, and the correspondent extension of commerce, which followed
the clear and accurate limitations of the prerogative, produces a degree of
wealth and affluence, which diffused a feeling of independence, and a high
spirit of liberty, through the great body of the people; while the advancement
of science and literature dissipated the narrow political prejudices which had
prevailed, and introduced such principles as were more favourable to the equal
rights of mankind’!?3 While the English people have become politically timid,
this timidity has limits. Should the oppression of government extend to the
‘fundamental rights’ of property, the mercantile interest would be likely to
resist with a ‘desperate valour’!24 Unlike Smith in the Wealth of Nations, Millar
does not represent mercantile interests in general as a partial and corrupting
influence in the political sphere. For him, the problem seems rather that the
ministry uses its patronage to divide the mercantile interest and prevent it from
speaking with one voice.!?

Yet like Smith and Ferguson, Millar was concerned about the destructive
effects of the division of labour on the individual. Contrasting the urban pin-
maker with the ‘peasant, he found that the former would be better-dressed,
less coarse, and have more ‘book-learning’ but would be ‘greatly inferior in real
intelligence and acuteness’26 Conversely, the rest of the community ‘advance
in knowledge and literature’ as the mechanics descend into ‘a thicker cloud of
ignorance and prejudice’ In this respect, the effect of commercial progress is
to widen the gap between rich and poor. Millar hoped that the wealthy would
understand it was in their interests to ‘cultivate the minds of the common

122 Millar18o3, vol. 4, p. 128. Smith had earlier observed that commercial societies brought to
an end extensive relations of personal dependence. See Smith 1976 (2), vol. 2, pp. 711-13.

123 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 100.

124 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 198—201.

125 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 137.

126  Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 144-56. Smith famously used the instance of pin-making to charac-
terise the division of labor in the Wealth of Nations.
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people’ as a way of promoting virtue and reducing crime.'?” Anticipating the
Utilitarians and English liberal reformers of the 1820s and 1830s, he argued
that an expansion and reform of education was needed to promote virtue
and reduce vice. But like them, Millar saw inequality as both inevitable and
beneficial, and followed the general pattern of Scottish moral philosophy in
regarding the assumption of authority and respect for authority alike as natural
propensities.'?8 This clearly has implications for his position on the distribution
and enjoyment of taste.

In his chapter on ‘The Effects of Commerce and Manufactures and of Opu-
lence and Civilization upon the Morals of a People), Millar seeks to define how
the ‘dispositions and behaviour of man’ are determined by the circumstances
of commercial society. Whereas pasturage societies produce a disposition to
martial exploits and courage, commercial societies promote sociability and
demonstrative manners. The military virtues go into decline (which is not a
disadvantage), but the increase of wealth tends to produce ‘dissipation and
voluptuousness, a tendency that may be observed in all countries where the
people have made great advances in the accumulation of wealth, and in which
the arts administer to luxury and extravagance’!?® It is a tendency reinforced
by the relentlessly competitive character of life, which erodes generosity and
private familial virtues. Although Millar’s judgment on the manners of com-
mercial societies is ultimately favourable, it is hardly unequivocally affirmative,
since they tend invariably to corrupt behaviour and erode benevolence.

For Millar, unlike Ferguson, the martial virtues are connected with actions of
killing, which while they can be vindicated by necessity, are ‘barely reconcilable
to strict justice’ and repugnant to humanity. While he too sees the Fine Arts as
a distraction for the idle, he is less dismissive of their value. As a result of the
unequal division of the increasing wealth produced by commerce and manu-
factures, there is a growing class of persons who have the leisure to indulge in
‘what is called pleasure’. Such persons need to occupy their minds to prevent
themselves sinking into apathy, and consequently they ‘seek amusement by
artificial modes of occupying the imagination), in sports and diversions: ‘Hence
the introduction and improvement of the elegant and fine arts, which enter-
tain us by the exhibition of what is grand, new or beautiful, and which afford a
delightful exercise to our taste, or a pleasing agitation of our passions’!30

127 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 158.

128 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 129, 309.
129 Millar 1803, vol. 4, p. 230.

130 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 139—40.
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Millar’s Historical View articulates the cyclical model of the history of the
Fine Arts that appears in several of the texts I have discussed. Poetry is ‘natur-
ally progressive’, but when it and the other arts have reached a certain point
they go into decline characterised by over-refinement, excessive ornament,
and lack of simplicity. In such phases, ‘The grand and sublime are deserted
in the pursuit of mere novelty and variety; and a corrupted taste becomes
more habituated to factitious and sophisticated embellishments’. It is a ‘nat-
ural improvement’ when this has occurred to abandon verse, and ‘in more
natural and easy expression, to exhibit such pictures of life and manners as are
calculated to please the understanding, and to interest the passions’. Such ‘com-
positions’ can be ‘extended and diversified without end) and are ‘peculiarly
adapted’ to the combined exercise of the imagination and judgment ‘agreeable
to arefined and philosophical age’. This explains why the state of society in Eng-
land and France is inimical to epic poetry, which ‘demands from the reader an
alertness, and intensity of application, which few persons are capable of main-
taining’. Thus the novel (the form to which Millar is referring above) has almost
entirely superseded it and become the ‘chief amusement’ of the leisured.!3!

From the preceding paragraphs it will be evident that Millar linked the emer-
gence of the novel form directly to the character of the contemporary social
order. He explains the forms of modern drama in a similar way. Theatrical
productions involve a degree of expense that means they can only appear in
opulent cultures. Further, since comedy feeds off ‘instances of impropriety and
absurdity’, and these are more likely to be felt in the diversified societies charac-
teristic of commercial and manufacturing countries, due to the ‘separation and
multiplication’ of trades and professions. These diversities include differences
of education, habit, and opinion, but extend to bodily forms and psychology, for
‘the standard of dignity and propriety is different according to the character of
the man who holds it, and is therefore contrasted with different improprieties
and foibles. Every person, though he may not be so conceited as to consider
himself in the light of a perfect model is yet apt to be diverted with the appar-
ent oddity of that behaviour which is very different from his own’!32 Hence
humour is particularly important in England (the country most advanced in
commerce and manufactures), where it is also encouraged by the climate of
political freedom. However, Millar detects a recent falling-off in English comic
talent, which may have arisen due to permanent changes; perhaps the division
of labour has now advanced to such a degree, that skills are ‘so minutely sep-

131 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 319-34.
132 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 361—2.
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arated from each other’ as to form very little ‘peculiarity’ in those who practice
them, thereby diminishing humour’s field. Further, the application of the Eng-
lish to business is such, that they are unlikely to acquire that quickness and
flexibility of the imagination that would lead them from humour to wit.133

Scottish social theory, whether applied in ‘conjectural history’ or in spe-
cific historical narratives, inserted the arts into the progress of societies as a
‘reflection’ of the manners and psychology generated by economic and polit-
ical institutions. For, Ferguson, Millar and others, they were an integral feature
of a succession of social totalities. Logically, the arts were in turn an influence
on manners and psychology; but while statements to this effect were common
in essays on taste and morals, they did notlead to extended inquiries within his-
tories. Conversely, the delimited domain of philosophical criticism meant that
it did not generally prompt direct considerations of the relationships between
the stadial progress of societies, and the changing character of cultural forms.
While an historical framework was assumed, authors focused principally on
contemporary culture and their predominant concern was to establish a uni-
versal psychology of the aesthetic. The issues of evaluation and prescription,
which were fairly peripheral to history, were quite basic to essays on taste. This
point is exemplified in the last major text I consider here, Alison’s Essays on the
Nature and Principles of Taste, the most thorough-going and consistent applic-
ation of the association principle to the theory of taste.134

Archibald Alison
Unlike Kames, Alison made no use of the concept of internal senses, and his
model of the mind does not compartmentalise it into discreet faculties. In his
Introduction, he tells us that the imagination should not be considered as a
separate and peculiar faculty and the effects attributed are to be explained in
terms of the mind’s general principles. For Alison, there is no single emotion
of taste, which is always a complex emotion, comprising the production of
a simple emotion and a particular ‘exercise of the imagination' The trains

133 Millar 1803, vol. 4, pp. 374-5.

134 Alison’s Essays on Taste were first published in Edinburgh in 1790, but seem to have
attracted little notice initially. There was no second edition until 1811, but this was quickly
followed by four more over the years 1812—25. The success of the second edition was
probably due to Francis Jeffrey’s very favorable review in the Edinburgh Review 18, 36 (May
1811), but it may also have benefited from the success of Payne Knight's impressive use of
association theory in his Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste, which went through
four editions between 1805 and 1808. The fullest account of Alison seems to be that in the
Dictionary of National Biography.
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of association that arouse emotions of taste are distinguished by an over-
riding principle of connection, a single pervading emotion, and the intensity
of our aesthetic response depends upon unity of effect, which derives from
resemblance. Ordinary trains of thought lack this general relation.!3>

Reason and judgement play no role in the free play of the imagination that
characterises taste, and the mind must be detached from personal concerns
and interests for it to be susceptible to aesthetic experience: ‘In such trains of
imagery, no labour of thought, or habits of attention, are required; they rise
spontaneously in the mind, upon the prospect of any object to which they
bear the slightest resemblance, and they lead it almost insensibly along, in
a kind of bewitching reverie, through all its store of pleasing or interesting
conceptions’136 The pleasures produced by an object are thus cumulative: the
more extensive the associations connected with it, the stronger is the emotion
of beauty of sublimity it produces.

Alison consistently emphasises that matter is neither beautiful nor sublime
in itself. As we have seen, this was a fundamental premise for post-Lockean
aesthetic theory, and one that had been asserted equally by Kames. Where
Alison differs from his predecessors is in his belief that not only are forms
and colours not intrinsically beautiful, but that matter in itself is incapable
of prompting aesthetic emotion. The external senses through which matter is
known to us can only produce sensations, not emotions. Material phenomena
only produce emotions by acting as signs for qualities that do produce them:
‘the qualities of matter are not to be considered as sublime or beautiful in
themselves, but as being the SIGNS or EXPRESSIONS of such qualities, as, by
the constitution of our nature, are fitted to produce pleasing or interesting
emotion’. Confusion has arisen because of a phenomenon akin to what Barthes
describes as the naturalisation of second order discourse: ‘In such cases, the
constant connection we discover between the sign and the thing signified,
between the material quality and the quality productive of Emotion, renders at
last the one expressive to us of the other, and very often disposes us to attribute
to the sign, the effect which is produced only by the quality signified’13”

135 Alison 1815, vol. 1, pp. 4-15, 70-7, 120.

136  Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 21.

137 Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 416; vol. 1, p. 179. ‘Myth Today’ in Barthes 1973, pp. 109-59. Alison
himself acknowledged that his doctrine of signs was partly modelled on that of Thomas
Reid (with whom he corresponded) and the conception must have had considerable
currency both through Reid’s lectures at Aberdeen and Glasgow, and through the essay
‘Of Taste), in Reid 1785, pp. 733, 735-6, 749. See also Reid 1973, pp. 41—2.
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Although Alison’s insistence that all emotions of taste depend upon associ-
ation introduces a measure of relativism into his system, he was as committed
to the standard of taste as any of his predecessors. The Essays restate the con-
ventional cyclical model of artistic change, but recast it in associationist terms.
The Fine Arts, having reached the apogee of their development, have always
degenerated because the ‘nature of these Arts themselves’ afford ‘no perman-
ent principles of judging’. Artists tend to place undue weight on skill and the
‘display of Design’, which are relative to the period in which a work is produced;
they give insufficient attention to character and expression, which ‘arise from
certain invariable principles of our Nature’ The pleasures associated with the
former are inferior to those associated with the latter, which do not depend
upon familiarity with the arts. This over-concern with design is fuelled by the
public’s desire for novelties. It is because both artists and public alike gener-
ally lack the sensitivity and science to understand the permanent principle of
art that Alison hopes to see the diffusion of ‘more just and philosophical prin-
ciples) and the arts rescued from the ‘sole dominion of the Artists’!38

Alison only hoped that there were ‘circumstances in the modern state of
Europe’ that might check the cyclical decline of the arts; none the less, he offers
an essentially progressive model. The simplicity (that is, uniformity and regu-
larity) characteristic of the early stages of art was due to the associations these
qualities have with design and skill. Imitation of nature and rivalry between
artists make those qualities less a sign of skill in later stages and as the arts
improve towards refinement they are distinguished by variety. However, to earn
the admiration of all ages, art must have qualities that appeal to the ‘uniform
constitution of Man and of Nature’ In all the arts that involve the beauty of
form, the artist must disengage his mind from ‘the accidental Associations of
his age, as well as the common prejudices of his Art; to labour to distinguish
his productions by that pure and permanent expression, which may be felt in
every age.139

For Alison, while judgement plays no part in aesthetic pleasure it is central to
criticism, which now functions to distinguish true taste from mere fashion. Yet
if art must be measured against the permanent principles of human nature,
there are no fixed forms that will produce the relevant effect. The beauty of
all forms depends on their functions as signs expressive of fitness to purpose,
or expressive of emotion, and this means there is potentially no limit to the
objects of taste: ‘Instead of a few forms which the superstition of early taste

138  Alison 1815, vol. 2, pp. 108-17.
139 Alison 1815, vol. 2, pp. 199—200.
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had canonised, every variety, and every possible combination of form, is thus
brought within the pale of cultivated taste; the mind of the spectator follows
with joy the invention of the artist; wherever greater usefulness is produced, or
greater fitness exhibited, he sees, in the same forms, new Beauty awakening’!40
If there was an original and primitive beauty there could be no progress,
whereas a benevolent creator has organised nature for human improvement.

Alison’s system thus provided criteria by which traditional achievements
in the arts and new developments alike could be justified in common terms.
Further, it acknowledged that history itself legitimised the great works of the
past because of the cultural values associated with them. For Alison, the appeal
of Greek art does not depend on its intrinsic principles, since, for him, ‘Beauty
of Design’ is historically relative, whereas beauty of expression is felt more
universally. There is a beauty of proportion in his system, but this depends upon
an expression of fitness, a calm and rational pleasure inferior to the expression
of emotion. Alison’s explanation is thus surprisingly modern-sounding: Greek
art’s emotional appeal derives from the wealth of connotations it has for the
educated classes, ‘an enthusiasm which is founded upon so many, and so
interesting Associations’1#!

Just as Alison recognised historical variation but asserted a supra-historical
standard, so too he reconciled a diversity of individual tastes with a uniformly
distributed capacity. This he achieved by making normative a class-structured
society that enables a few persons to develop their faculties, but disqualifies
the majority from doing so, for ‘the generality of mankind live in the world,
without receiving any kind of delight from the various scenes of beauty which
its order displays.4? Alison’s explanation of variations in taste follows the
pattern we have seen in other essays: they arise from the intrinsic differences
between individuals, from the differences between youth and age, and from the
diverse habits of thought produced by different occupations. To an important
extent, the capacity for taste seems to depend upon education.!*3 Alison asserts
the common humanity of the lower orders’, but claims that their ‘vulgar and
degrading occupations’ disfigure their minds and bodies alike.** The state
of mind most favourable to the emotions of taste, when the imagination is
‘free and unembarrassed), is generally limited to those who do not labour, and
who are not pre-occupied with commerce, learning, or personal advancement.

140 Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 433.

141 Alison 1815, vol. 1, pp. 97, 155, 166—7. Cf. p. 400.

142  Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 63.

143 Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 160.

144 Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 274 — although note the qualification to this pp. 275-6.
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Consequently, ‘It is only in the higher stations ... or in the liberal professions
of life, that we expect to find men either of delicate or comprehensive taste.
The inferior situations of life, by contracting the knowledge of men within
very narrow limits, produce insensibly a similar contraction in their notions
of the beautiful and sublime’#> Moreover, Alison’s norm is antithetical to
the emergent capitalist metropolis. Those who are doomed to spend their
early years in ‘populous and commercial cities, where ‘narrow and selfish
pursuits’ prevail, will have their sensibilities blunted, particularly since they
will lack contact with nature. The ‘vulgar pursuits of life’ have a ‘melancholy
tendency’ to ‘diminish, if not altogether destroy’ our sensibility to the ‘scene
of moral discipline’ offered by the ‘Material Universe around us’46 In line with
the strand in Scottish thought that articulated criticisms of some aspects of
commercial societies, Alison’s text restricts the full exercise of taste to aleisured
rural class and a few in the liberal professions.

Some Conclusions

Scottish social theory did not offer any single view on the character and pro-
spects of contemporary culture. There was a general consensus that taste was
formed through habit, custom, and the influence of an individual’s social envir-
onment; at the same time there was a concern to define universal values,
while allowing for innovation and change, in short, for progress. However, there
were substantial differences in the evaluation of modern commercial societies,
and quite marked distinctions between the unequivocal progressivism of early
Kames, the more nuanced positions of Smith and Millar, and the pessimism of
Ferguson. There was, however, no clear-cut divide between critique and affirm-
ation, and the works of thinkers such as Smith and Millar mix both elements.
Neither was there a simple development from one to the other. Equally, in rela-
tion to taste and the arts, while there was an increasing tendency to look favour-
ably on modern artistic forms, taste remained a faculty ever prone to degen-
eration in commercial societies, which philosophers must work hard to pre-
serve from moral corruption and fashion. What Duncan Forbes described as the
‘sceptical Whiggism’ of the Scottish School extended to their view of culture.
The Scots’ natural history of society should certainly be understood as a
phase of bourgeois ideology, but in the context the term ‘bourgeois’ needs

145 Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 89.
146  Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 444.
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some qualification. While the development of the English ruling class since the
mid-sixteenth century is conceived most usefully as a process of embourgeoise-
ment, 7 it is a truism that eighteenth-century landed capital retained many of
the interests and trappings of an aristocratic class. The elements in the Scot-
tish landed class that formed ‘society’ in Edinburgh, however enthusiastic their
commitment to modernisation, retained some of the cultural assumptions of
a patrician elite. It is thus not surprising that the intelligentsia that grew out
of that formation, and which to an important extent represented its interests,
would produce a species of social theory that articulated doubts about the
effects of progress on the morals and manners of society, including the Fine
Arts. It is equally consistent that while rejecting the principle of aristocracy it
questioned the political virtues of the urban bourgeoisie — or at least some frac-
tions of it — and tended to represent the gentry as the social group best able to
rise above narrow self-interest. As we have seen, Scottish social thought tended
to give landed society a kind of authority in matters of taste that it denied to
other fractions of capital.

In short, if the term ‘bourgeoisie’ is to be applied to the eighteenth-century
Scottish and English gentry, then it is necessary to identify them as a specific
type of bourgeoisie, distinct from the urban-based manufacturing and mer-
cantile bourgeoisie that became a vocal force in politics in the early nineteenth
century. For not only are those bourgeoisies distinguishable in terms of the
spheres of the economy from which they extracted their wealth (if imperfectly
so), they are distinguishable, more importantly, in terms of their distinctive
political and religious cultures. After all, the intra-class struggles of the post-
Waterloo period surely involved more than just a conflict of interests, they also
involved a conflict between a model of political authority founded in custom,
and one founded in a secular and rationalistic conception of the modern state
as one in which all forms of property would rule in the interests of all citizens.
While the thought of the Scottish School contributed to that latter concep-
tion, it had to be remade to do so, and the elements of custom filtered out of
it.

Equally, in relation to the social constituency of the arts, before the ‘natural’
hierarchy of merit in taste and practice could be free to emerge unencumbered
by the restrictive growths of aristocratic privilege, progress would have to be
turned into an unqualified good, and the potential equality of all citizens
within the nation state would need to be asserted. I address these ideological
shifts in Chapters Three and Four.

147 See especially Corrigan and Sayer 1985.
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Anand Chitnis has exemplified the changing character of Scottish thought
in the early nineteenth century through an analysis of the Edinburgh Review,
founded in 1802. Particularly significant in this respect is a debate between
Dugald Stewart and Francis Jeffrey occasioned by Jeffrey’s reviews of Stewart’s
life of Thomas Reid and his Philosophical Essays of 1804 and 1810. In these, Jef-
frey questioned the value of the philosophy of the mind, which he argued was
inherently conjectural and incapable of increasing human power, and demoted
it relative to the natural sciences. Chitnis suggests that this is symptomatic of a
significant shift, whereby, ‘utility in the shape of the practical sciences and edu-
cation, was seen by the younger generation as having a more important place in
society than the mental philosophy that had been all consuming in the heyday
of Hume and Reid'!48

This reorientation is linked with attacks on the English universities that
appeared in the Edinburgh in 1808-10, and the extensive support it gave to the
University of London and to the formation of the Mechanics’ Institutions in
the mid-1820s. The Edinburgh recommended the education of workmen and
employers alike in the principles of political economy, because it claimed that
science would demonstrate to the former that they had as much interest in the
maintenance of the social order as the latter. In a departure from the generally
more complex positions of the eighteenth-century thinkers, the middle class
was represented by the magazine as the guarantor of progress and the social
group that would prevent a tyranny of either the aristocracy or the lower orders.

The Edinburgh Review can be seen as exemplifying not only a shift in Scottish
thought, but also a larger ideological shift, whereby the complex social philo-
sophy of Smith, Millar, and Ferguson, with its profound moral concerns, was
replaced by the dismal science of classical economics, based in J.G.A. Pocock’s
words on a ‘restrictive and reductionist theory of the human personality’149 In
the process, a theorist of the calibre of John Millar simply fell from view and
British culture effectively lost the only discourse that involved a truly synthes-
ising approach to the study of society; hence partly its extraordinary failure to
make any significant lasting contribution to the development of sociology in
the nineteenth century.’° In its most profound aspects, the spirit of the Scot-
tish inquiry was taken up not by the nineteenth-century political economists
but by Marx.

148  Chitnis 1976, p. 217. See also Fontana 1985, especially Chapter 3.
149 Pocock1983, p. 251
150 On which see Anderson 1992, pp. 51-6.
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Postscript (2014)

This essay was originally conceived as a supplement to Ronald L. Meek’s classic
article ‘The Scottish Contribution to Marxist Sociology’, first published in 1954
and then reprinted in an amended version in 1967. Meek intended to show that
the thinkers of the Scottish School had not only in some regards anticipated
and probably influenced the materialist theory of history associated with Marx
and Engels in their emphasis on the primacy of the ‘mode of subsistence’ in
defining property relations, and their determining effect, in turn, on the system
of laws and government; they also recognised that these were always linked
with developments in a society’s ‘taste and sentiments’ and ‘general system of
behaviour) in Millar’s words.!>! Meek thus acknowledged, but did not explore,
the way in which Scottish social theory indexed the progress of social forms to
changes in ‘manners, morals, literature, art and science’!52 In part 1 wanted to
make up that gap.

I now see the issue as more complex than I then realised. Meek acknow-
ledged the distance that separated the Scots’ materialist conception of history
from that of Marx and Engels.'5® Millar, for instance, saw societies as being
divided into something like classes (‘ranks’), but he did not see class relations
as exploitative and antagonistic, let alone as contradictory. Correspondingly, he
could not conceive class conflict as motoring historical change. However, think-
ing within the parameters of scientific Marxism, Meek saw Marx’s achievement
as lying in a recombination of ‘Classical sociology’ and ‘Classical political eco-
nomy’ — which as we have seen became sundered in the early nineteenth cen-
tury — and the linking of them to a theory of history and an ethics.!>* He was
silent about the profound philosophical distance that separates Marx from the
Scottish School, the vast difference in epistemology and method. The fact that
Marx had to pass through Hegel to produce the Marxian dialectic falls quite
outside the picture — perhaps unintentionally but certainly symptomatically
given Meek’s social scientific mind set.

With their essentially bourgeois notions of historical progress and Lockean
conception of the understanding, neither Millar nor any of his contemporaries
could imagine a self-critical emancipatory rationality as an actor in the histor-
ical process. A reason grounded in induction will always tend to accept the
parameters of what is. The other side to this is that the Scottish School had no

151  Meek1967, pp. 37-8; 41.
152  Meek1967, p. 42.

153 Meek1967, pp. 43-5.
154 Meek1967, pp. 49-50.
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conception of ideology, of socially interested distortions of reality in the realm
of ideas and belief. Class differentials in judgments of taste are simply due to
the limitations of experience imposed by lack of education, cultivation, and
leisure. It was easy and logical to make this argument partly because Locke’s
system did not separate epistemology from psychology but made the former
dependent on the latter.

Discussions of the aesthetic attitude grounded in inductive procedures
could never achieve the clarity and rational consequence that Kant’s epistemo-
logy brought to definition of the aesthetic domain. If taste is only conceived on
the basis of generalisations from observed phenomenon, to be justified as an
ameliorator of manners or at best a handmaid to natural religion, its potential
as a special mode of cognition linked with the promise of human freedom can-
not be envisioned. Artistic forms are only reflexes of the particular character of
the societies in which they appear; an important insight, but one that in itself
would point no further than to an empirical sociology of art and literature. The
very social groundedness of Scottish social theory as a self-conscious aid to the
progressive forces in commercial society defines its limitations. All of which
is to say that for all its impressive insights, the Historical School’s thinking on
taste remained largely confined within the domain of ideology. Inequalities in
the aesthetic domain could be acknowledged, but they were the result of the
inequalities in property and status without which progress was inconceivable.
No vision of an emancipated aesthetic order was possible on this basis.



CHAPTER 2

Academic Theory versus Association Aesthetics:
The Ideological Forms of a Conflict of Interests in
the Early Nineteenth Century

This essay is concerned primarily with a few articles from British periodic-
als and newspapers of the early nineteenth century, a lecture by the painter
Benjamin Haydon, written in 1837, and some observations made by Royal Aca-
demicians in lectures and other publications. Taken together, these materials
represent the main published response of artists to the concept of the associ-
ation of ideas as it was used in treatises on taste, the British contribution to
the emergent discourse of aesthetics in this period. In general, their response
was hostile, and even when artists recognised the explanatory value of associ-
ation theory they were largely unable to integrate it with their own accounts of
painting. Only a few landscape painters adopted the theory with any enthusi-
asm.

My justification for considering this obscure region of ideology is that I
believe that early-nineteenth-century painting and its social functions cannot
be effectively explained without a systematic analysis of the discourses and
institutions that in part determined them. The term ‘ideology’ is not used
in this essay to demarcate a distinction between ‘false consciousness’ and
science. Following Goran Therborn, I take ideology to refer to ‘that aspect of
the human condition under which human beings live their lives as conscious
actors in a world that makes sense to them in varying degrees’! It includes
both ‘everyday notions’ and ‘institutionalized thought-systems and discourses’.
I take as presuppositions that (a) the functioning of ideologies is not most
usefully discussed in terms of their misrecognition of the real character of
social relations, and (b) ideologies are not simply reducible to class ideologies,
and that non-class ideologies have a ‘historicity and materiality’ that involves
specific forms of social organisation, and cannot simply be read as effects of
the dominant mode of production, and (c) relations and conflicts between
ideologies are not usually directly determined by class relations, although
ideologies are always linked with classes, and always imbricated in the overall
pattern of power relations between class groups.

1 Therborn 1980, p. 2.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2017 DOI: 10.1163/9789004269019_004



ACADEMIC THEORY VERSUS ASSOCIATION AESTHETICS 87

I depart from Therborn in regarding ‘motivation by interest’ (in a wide sense
of that term) as a necessary concept in explaining human agency.2 In this essay
‘ideology’ is not regarded simply as the discourses with which human subjects
represent and advance their material interests, but also as the medium within
which their understanding of themselves as ‘conscious actors’ is constituted
and that partly defines their interests. Following Pierre Bourdieu, I regard the
sphere of artistic practice as a sub-field of a larger cultural field of ‘symbolic
production’, in which social groups struggle to achieve a kind of ‘cultural cap-
ital’ This ‘cultural capital’ often has some economic value, it confers prestige
and even authority on its possessors, and it is used to confirm the prevailing
hierarchy of social differences.3

The dominant social fractions (in this case the British landed oligarchy)
sought to legitimise their domination either through their own ideological
production or by employing ideologues as intermediaries. Association aes-
thetics was a kind of discourse that, I shall show, transparently legitimated
the power and influence of the landed gentry in the cultural field. However,
most ideologues only serve the dominant class groups incidentally, and the
dominated fraction of professional producers always tends to make forms of
cultural capital pre-eminent in its hierarchy of distinction. Thus artists, who
with few exceptions saw themselves as maintaining the values of the con-
temporary social order, at the same time struggled to maximise their influ-
ence in the cultural field by referring to themselves a special status through
the professional discourse of art theory. Their success or failure in advancing
their claims was seen by them as having both symbolic and material repercus-
sions.

To begin with, it is necessary to set out the general character of the contend-
ing discourses with which I am dealing. It is indisputable that the eighteenth
century saw the beginnings of a new type of literature, in which ‘the various arts
were compared with each other and discussed on the basis of common prin-
ciples’. This new science of aesthetics was generally known in Britain as philo-
sophical criticism. It was a type of discourse concerned with the spectator’s
experience of works of art and the ‘disinterested’ contemplation of nature, and
differed markedly from the specialised treatises on individual arts, concerned
mainly with technical precepts, that had formed the predominant art literature
hitherto. Paul Kristeller, in a well-known essay, argued that this development
occurred due to the rapid expansion of cultural production in the eighteenth

2 Therborn 1980, p. 5. On agency, see Bhaskar 1979, Chapter 3.
3 Bourdieu 1992; Bourdieu 1993, Chapter 1.
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century, brought about by the growth of a new type of public.* Although this
thesis is not in itself sufficient explanation, neither the vast proliferation of this
literature, nor the specific character it assumed, will be effectively explained
until historians of aesthetics pay more attention to the social functions of the
discourses they describe.

According to Kristeller, the new literature developed outside the ‘traditions
of systematic philosophy, and was produced by ‘secondary authors, now
almost forgotten ... and perhaps in the discussion and conversations of edu-
cated laymen reflected in their writings’> While Kristeller was right in claiming
that most authors of philosophical criticism (with the exception of Hume)
were not major thinkers, he was incorrect in his suggestion that they stood
outside ‘the traditions of systematic philosophy’, unless this term is inter-
preted in some exclusive Germanic sense. British eighteenth-century aesthet-
ics developed primarily on the heritage of Locke. In its most interesting and dis-
tinctive form, so-called psychological criticism, it sought to extend the empir-
ical investigation of mental functions that Hobbes and Locke had primarily
initiated to the responses of the mind to nature and works of art categorised
by the term ‘taste’. Its exponents thus tried to create systems that elaborated
on the prevailing model of the mind, and worked within the main stream of
British philosophical speculation.

The most important texts of philosophical criticism, with the exception of
those of Burke and Payne Knight, were all products of the Scottish School. They
could be listed as Frances Hutcheson's An Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order,
Harmony, Design (1725), Hume’s essay ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ (1757) and
other sporadic forays into the field, Alexander Gerard’s An Essay on Taste (1759),
Lord Kame's Elements of Criticism (1762), and Archibald Alison’s Essays on Taste
(1790), together with the rather lesser efforts of Thomas Reid and Hugh Blair.
Of the exceptions I have listed, I would argue that Burke, as an ambitious Irish
‘gentleman’ was in a somewhat similar social position to some of the Scottish
writers, while Knight's Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste (1805) is a
later work that follows a pattern set largely by the Scots.

The Scots’ contribution to philosophical criticism was part of the major
development of social theory by the Scottish School in this period, and as such
belongs to the broader phenomenon known as the Scottish Enlightenment.

Kristeller 1965, p. 225.
Kristeller 1965, p. 226.
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6 An invaluable but uneven guide to this literature is provided by Dobai 1974—7. In my view,
Shaftesbury’s contribution to philosophical criticism has been overstated, most notably by
Cassirer 1951, pp. 312, 332.
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The causes of this complex phenomenon are clearly beyond my scope here, but
it seems probable that given the relative economic backwardness of Scotland
and the political marginalisation of the dominant fractions of Scottish society
after the Union, ambitious lesser gentry/professionals like Hume and Kames,
and aspiring academics like Gerard and Blair, would have been particularly
motivated to advance themselves in the cultural field, by forms of symbolic
production that proved their superiority to their materially advanced south-
ern neighbours. Certainly there is evidence to suggest that these factors con-
tributed to the importance of the legal, academic, and clerical professions in
eighteenth-century Scotland. These highly specific socio-economic and polit-
ical circumstances, together with the institutions of the Scottish University
system and a flourishing publishing industry, provided conditions that fostered
Scottish philosophical criticism.”

By the early nineteenth century the dominant theory in British aesthetic
speculation was a form of associationism derived partly from Hume, but to a
much greater extent from David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1749). Although
the work of Lord Karnes was still widely read, the most influential, consist-
ent, and sophisticated expositions of the theory were Alison’s Essays on Taste
(republished in 1811, 1812, 1815, 1817, and 1825), and Richard Payne Knight's Ana-
Wytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste (in its fourth edition in 1808).

The theory of association depended on the presuppositions that the human
mind could be studied by the same kind of empirical procedures that sev-
enteenth-century scientists such as Boyle had developed to study the nat-
ural world, and that this study would reveal regular principles in its work-
ings, akin to natural laws. These principles were preordained by the creator
of the universe (usually conceived as the god of Christianity), and thus had
a teleological significance; in most cases they were interlinked with the pre-
ordained order of the natural world through natural theology. Working on the
basis of Locke’s account of cognition, these theorists regarded the nature of
matter as unknowable, and insisted that beauty or sublimity were not qual-
ities inherent in material things but the responses of the mind (emotions)
produced by certain types of external stimuli. Although all these thinkers
remained committed to the idea of a standard of taste, the idea was defen-
ded with less and less conviction (or at least dogmatism), until in Knight's An
Analytical Inquiry it has become thoroughly etiolated in what he described as
a ‘sceptical view’ of the subject. Awareness of the cultural relativity of taste
really begins with Hume’s celebrated essay on the theme, and its develop-

7 See Chitnis 1976 and the references in Chapter One.
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ment is connected with the larger contribution made to historical studies by
the Scottish School.

Association theory offered an explanation of aesthetic pleasure as a partic-
ular function of the imagination, a kind of disinterested pleasure produced by
certain types of trains of associated ideas, which are stimulated by objects in
the real world or by their representation in works of art that act as signs for
these ideas. No object has any intrinsic aesthetic quality. They only become
productive of such qualities through human experience in particular cultural
contexts. This theory was, of course, used to sustain eighteenth-century norms
of taste, but that it licensed new types of art production was evident to its expo-
nents, who welcomed some such developments while maintaining the value of
generally accepted achievements.

Despite its limitations, association aesthetics offered the nearest thing to
‘science’ in the explanation of the experience of works of art then available,
providing a kind of proto-semiology, infused with teleological and universalist
assumptions about human nature, which in themselves could be marshalled
to serve the ideological interests of the class for which it was produced. The
mode of address of association aesthetics and the range of literary culture it
assumed in its readers, presupposed that they belong to a particular class, and
tended to exclude those who did not. Further, it was a discourse that expli-
citly hailed its readers as leisured gentlemen. Characteristically, association
aesthetics did not treat the ‘lower orders’ as genetically inferior and incapable
of aesthetic experience (this would have contradicted its universalist assump-
tions), it simply argued that they were placed at a level in the social scheme
that made it impossible for them to achieve the necessary competences. Alison,
for example, alleges that ‘the man of business’ and the ‘philosopher’ will have
acquired habits of thought that unfit them for this ‘indulgence of the imagin-
ation’ while ‘the common people, undoubtedly, feel a very inferior Emotion
of Beauty from such objects, to that which is felt by men of liberal educa-
tion, because they have none of those Associations which modern education
so clearly connects with them’8 Only those whose social rank guarantees them
the necessary education and freedom from worldly concerns can fully enjoy
this pleasure. Payne Knight was equally clear about who he was addressing.®

The other contending discourse with which I am concerned, academic the-
ory, set out from identical social assumptions, predictably so, since it was pro-

8 Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 20; vol. 2, p. 160.
9 Knight 1808, pp. 293—4. Knight's elitism is even clearer in his review of Northcote’s Life of
Reynolds see Knight 1814, pp. 263, 272, 276.
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duced by professional artists, a group that had a strong stake in the prevailing
structure of social relations and also operated as the ideologues of the dom-
inant social fractions in some degree. Thus Reynolds, like the philosophical
critics, maintained that the norms of taste were fixed in the universal charac-
teristics of human nature, but also regarded the ‘lower orders’ as unfitted by
their place in the social hierarchy to enjoy ‘intellectual entertainments’!° The
‘refined taste’ for the higher arts is ‘the consequence of education and habit: we
are born only with a capacity of entertaining this refinement, as we are born
with a disposition to receive and obey all the rules and regulations of society;
and so far it may be said to be natural to us, and no further’!!

In eighteenth-century aesthetic theory, as in social theory of the period, the
inequalities of the contemporary social order are turned into an inevitable
feature of advanced societies and found to be ‘natural’, turned into ‘an ideal
expression of the dominant material relationships’ as Marx and Engels put it.12
Like his friend Burke, Reynolds was a conservative defender of an ‘entailed
inheritance’ of received wisdom, who saw an inequitable distribution of eco-
nomic and cultural capital alike as inescapable. In reality, the Royal Academy
contributed to ensure that the lower orders’ had no opportunity to acquire
the distinction it marketed by physically excluding them from its exhibitions
through an entrance fee introduced expressly for that purpose.

However, in other respects the theory of painting was a very different type
of discourse from philosophical criticism, and most of it took the form of lec-
tures. It was produced by professional artists mainly as an ideology to maintain
academic authority and teaching practices, and was explicitly directed at pro-
fessional artists and students, although it also found a readership among the
dominant class fractions, for whom knowledge of painting was one kind of
cultural capital, if a kind less important than, say, some knowledge of ancient
literature. (It was probably of more value in this respect to aspiring members
of the professional and commercial bourgeoisie like J.J. Angerstein or Samuel
Rogers, and particularly to those moving into the ranks of landed society such
as the Hoare family at Stourhead).!® As with philosophical criticism, the mode
of address of academic theory explicitly assumed a particular type of reader
(an aspiring artist), and contributed to form a particular kind of subjectivity.

10  Reynolds 1975, Discourse 11, 1. 26-30.

11 Reynolds 1975, Discourse 13, I. 136—41.

12 Marx and Engels 1977, p. 64.

13 Woodbridge 1970. See especially the letter from Henry Hoare to Richard Colt Hoare,
December 1755, quoted pp. 22—3.
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The antecedents of academic theory went back to the fifteenth century,
but its immediate models were late seventeenth-century continental texts by
André Félibien, Charles Alphonse du Fresnoy, and Roger de Piles, together
with the influential writings of the early eighteenth-century English painter
Jonathan Richardson. In format, the lectures of the Royal Academy’s Profess-
ors of Painting — Barry, Opie, Fuseli, Phillips, and Howard — are all essentially
similar. (Although organised around the same assumptions, Reynolds’s Dis-
courses were produced as presidential addresses for the annual prize-giving
to students and have a somewhat different format.) Their basic problematic
was like that of Jonathan Richardson’s Theory of Painting in that it assumed the
practice of painting could be comprehended as a number of parts, which were
discussed separately in different lectures. Invention, Expression, Composition,
Design, Colour, and Chiaroscuro provided the basic categories that governed
what could be said in the discourse. The academicians generally gave some
attention to the history of painting, although the extent to which they did so
varied.

Academic theory was not concerned with psychological principles or the
emotional responses of the spectator; it was oriented around the practice of
production, not that of response. Indeed, it was not based around a model
of the mind, except in the most schematic sense; it was based upon a set of
received principles derived from earlier artistic practice and discourse. It fol-
lowed the other major strand in Enlightenment aesthetics beside the empiricist
tradition, that of Cartesian rationalism, and rested on the belief that the arts
have certain a priori principles that are founded in ‘Nature’ and ‘Reason’ Fol-
lowing in a long tradition, Reynolds asserted in his first Discourse, ‘It must of
necessity, be that even works of Genius, like every other effect, as they must
have their cause, must likewise have their rules’.*

In fact, Reynolds’s approach to rules is notoriously ambiguous. Both he and
the Professors of Painting always emphasised that ultimately Genius is above
rules, a widely accepted precept in the later eighteenth century, partly due to
the influence of Edward Young'’s Conjectures on Original Composition (1759).
Reynolds referred to Young’s book in his eleventh Discourse. But to have aban-
doned belief in a priori principles in painting would have required a complete
rethinking of academic discourse, and would have threatened the authority of
the academic edifice. Its continuing hold is indicated by Lawrence’s statement
in his presidential address at the 1823 prize-giving: ‘There may be new com-
binations, new excellencies, new paths, new powers ... there can be no new

14  Reynolds 1975, Discourse 1, 1. 92—7.
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PRINCIPLES in art; and the verdict of ages ... is not now to be disturbed’!> The
fact that Lawrence made this statement at all suggests he may have felt that
the old principles were under some threat, probably as a result of the increas-
ing pre-eminence of landscape and genre painting and a growing challenge to
academic shibboleths connected with that development.

At the core of academic theory was the idea that the highest achievements
in painting and sculpture depended on a perfected vision of the human form:
the ideal. According to Reynolds, ‘Ideal Beauty, is the great leading principle
by which works of genius are conducted’!® The artist achieves this form by
re-iterated analysis and comparison of objects in nature, which leads him to
the ‘central form’ of each species that is nature without blemishes or imper-
fections. It is ‘natural’ for the mind to find pleasure in such forms; although,
contradictory as it may seem, Reynolds recognised that the mind had to be
educated to do so. Whilst Reynolds’s particular formulation of the ideal was to
meet strong criticism from Hazlitt, Haydon, and others in the early nineteenth
century, essentially similar notions of it were advanced in the lectures of the
Professors of Painting up to those of Henry Howard, delivered between 1833
and 1847.

Academic theorists could hardly ignore the vast output of speculation on
taste in the eighteenth century, which not only appeared as dense scholarly
treatises, but was also popularised through articles and reviews in the peri-
odical press. Reynolds’s departures from some of the traditional positions of
art theory were probably prompted in part by his awareness of these devel-
opments. His familiarity with the association doctrine is evident at a number
of points in his writings, and particularly in his third Idler paper of 1759, in
which he suggested that species are all equally beautiful, and only come to
be preferred through the association of ideas — although within each species
the beautiful is to be found in a central form.}” Opie, Phillips and Howard all
referred to the association of ideas in their lectures, Opie even describing it as
‘that wonderful and powerful principle’;'® but their awareness of the doctrine
did not induce them to any reformulation of academic discourse, despite the
fact that the writings of Alison and Knight clearly contradicted the idea that
there could be any immutable principles of beauty fixed in particular forms.

The fact that no reconciliation or integration between these two discourses
was possible is particularly clear from the writings of Fuseli, who reviewed

15 Lawrence 1824, p. 19.

16 Reynolds 1975, Discourse 2, I. 122—3.

17  Joshua Reynolds, ‘The True Idea of Beauty’, The Idler, no. 82 (10 November 1759).
18  Wornum (ed.) 1848, p. 245.
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Alison’s Essays on Taste for the Analytical Review in 1790. Fuseli clearly under-
stood the basic issue for he began his review by stating, ‘Whether the source of
beauty and sublimity is in mind or in matter, is a question which has divided
past, and will probably divide future philosophers’!® While he was reasonably
favourable to Alison’s work as a source of ‘much entertainment, Fuseli sug-
gested that he had pursued a favourite theory to ridiculous extremes. He gave
an account of a number of Alison’s positions without comment, but clearly
felt unhappy with the proposition that natural phenomena are in themselves
incapable of producing emotions and only arouse them by acting as signs for
emotions to which they are connected by convention and habit.2% Fuseli seems
prepared to acknowledge that some sounds and colours acquire meanings
through association, but clung to the conviction that others have an intrinsic
capacity to produce particular effects. Predictably, he objected most strongly
to Alison’s rejection of the idea of an innate beauty of forms. Fuseli reviewed
only the first volume of Alison’s work, and it was in the second that Alison’s
ideas on form were fully developed, but his basic response would only have
been confirmed if he read them: Alison’s arguments were over-theoretical and
ultimately specious.

In his lectures as Professor of Painting, delivered initially in 1801—4, Fuseli
virtually ignored the association principle. He defined the nature that the
painter represents as ‘the general and permanent principles of visible objects,
not disfigured by accident, or distempered by disease, not modified by fashion
or local habits, while beauty is ‘that harmonious whole of the human frame,
that unison of parts to an end which enchants us’2! This is the only beauty he
acknowledges, and it is experienced through a kind of perception produced by
an ‘inward sense’ available only to those with the ‘highest degree of education’.
Despite some slight variations, all of the Professors of Painting took a similar
position.

Finally, it must be stressed that artists used academic theory as a symbolic
weapon to assert their dignity and claims to a special social status, which
in turn would bring them tangible material rewards. With the exception of
Fuseli, the Academy’s professors consistently emphasised the moral utility of
painting; art contributed to the refinement of manners.22 They also claimed
that achievement in the Fine Arts was the gauge by which the culture of

19 Henry Fuseli, review of Archibald Alison’s Essays on Taste, Analytical Review, series 1, 7
(May 1790), p. 26.

20 Ibid., p. 28.

21 Fuseli 1831, vol. 2, pp. 21-2.

22 E.g, Reynolds 1975, 1. 80-6.
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a nation would be judged by future generations.?? It was only the highest
achievements in painting, monumental history paintings, which could bring
anation a high status, and equally, only the most intellectual aspects of artistic
practice could raise the painter to the level of ‘a man of Genius’ Reynolds’s
view was a commonplace: ‘The value and rank of every art is in proportion
to the mental labour employed in it, or the mental pleasure produced by it
... In the hands of one man, it [i.e. painting] makes the highest pretensions,
as it is addressed to the noblest faculties: in those of another, it is reduced to
a mere matter of ornament; and the painter has but the humble province of
furnishing our apartments with elegance’2* The corollary of this position was
that the imitation of nature could not be the sole aim of painting. Together
these ideas served to legitimise and indeed produce a hierarchy within the
artistic profession.

The idea that ‘genius’ could raise artists far above their normal class ori-
gins and make them equal, if not superior, to the wealthy and powerful had
obvious attraction. The Academy sought to foster these pretensions through
its ceremonies and titles, and through its Annual Dinners, where artists rubbed
shoulders with people of the highest rank. Artists were highly conscious of the
status that had allegedly been achieved by painters in the Ancient World and
in Renaissance Italy, and writers from William Aglionby in the late seventeenth
century onwards trotted out the examples of favours bestowed by monarchs
and popes on great artists with monotonous regularity. Flaxman made the
point particularly boldly in his memorial address on the death of Thomas Banks
(1805), in which he quoted from the French historian Charles Rollin to the effect
that as rulers of society have been assigned their rank by divine providence, so
there is also a divine ranking of intellects: ‘It forms, from the assemblage of the
learned of all kinds, a new species of empire, infinitely more extensive than all
others, which takes in all times and nations, without regard to age, sex, condi-
tion, or climate; here the plebeian finds himself on a level with the nobleman,
the subject with the prince, nay, often his superior’?>

Among the relatively conservative and establishment membership of the
Royal Academy, such claims were advanced discretely and with restraint, but
outsiders could be more extreme. Thus Hazlitt, whose political position was
far more radical than that of the generality of academicians, not only claimed
that genius was much higher than mere aristocratic title, but also that self-

23  Fuseli1831, vol. 3, pp. 41—2.
24  Reynolds 1975, Discourse 4, I. 1-8.
25 Flaxman 1892, pp. 277-8.
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love and pride made it impossible for ‘the great’ to have any real feelings for
the highest forms of art.26 Academicians, ideologues of the dominant social
fractions, generally did not make such subversive claims, but they did use
academic discourse, which also formed them, as a symbolic system to advance
their interests in the cultural field.

Academic lectures were clearly not the appropriate place for artists to con-
front the challenge of association aesthetics, and their responses were largely
presented within the framework of specialist art magazines and the period-
ical press. As we have seen, philosophical criticism represented an essentially
spectator-oriented approach to the arts, which in some cases emphasised their
pleasure effects more than their didactic functions. Further, the key texts of
association aesthetics, those of Alison and Payne Knight, were quite explicit
that artists themselves did not have the proper qualifications to make balanced
judgments on the arts.2’ It is therefore not surprising that artists’ responses
to association aesthetics were interwoven with arguments alleging the lack of
qualifications of non-professionals to judge on the arts, criticisms of the per-
ceived deficiencies of contemporary patronage, and calls for a regular system
of state support for High Art. Thus although neither of these discourses can be
derived directly from the interests of their exponents, the inquiry concerning
the forms of spectator experience and the systematisation of craft skills and
forms of earlier expression do clearly relate in their different ways to the social
positioning, roles, and experience of their exponents, and the usage of these
discourses could serve real symbolic and material interests.

For artists strongly committed to high art and the shibboleths of academic
theory, opposition to philosophical criticism hinged on the fact that it rejec-
ted the notion that certain forms had a transcendent aesthetic status. For such
artists, philosophical criticism pursued that which was inscrutable in essence:
it was abstract hypotheses, the inconsequence of which betrayed the practical
ignorance and incompetence of its authors. Hostility to the pretensions of criti-
cism, in the more general sense of the term, is clearly evident from the first sig-
nificant art magazine published in Britain, The Artist, which ran from 14 March
1807 to1 August 1807, and then for twenty numbers in 1809, being republished in
two volumes in 1810. It was edited by the artist Prince Hoare, and the majority of
the articles were by him and other artists and architects, including James North-
cote, John Hoppner, John Opie, John Flaxman, J.F. Rigaud, John Soane, and

26  Hazlitt 1873, pp. 162, 453.

27  Alison1815, vol. 2, pp. 116-17. Payne Knight's condescension towards artists was evident in
his writings and also made explicit in conversation. See Messmann 1974, p. 119, and Potts
1982, p. 72.
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James Elmes. Other contributors included George Cumberland, Isaac D'Israeli,
and Thomas Hope. From the beginning, the magazine was belligerently assert-
ive about the qualifications of artists to adjudicate on the arts, and the lack
of qualifications of non-professionals. In the preface to volume 1, its aim is
described as being to provide ‘a more easy channel’ than that ‘provided by regu-
lar treatises’, through which artists themselves could familiarise the public with
artistic principles. The introduction to the first number opens with a diatribe
against the influence of ‘dilettantes’ and ‘dabblers” ‘There are many elegant
writers in the present day, possessed of every requisite for discoursing on the
Arts, except a practical acquaintance with them’.28

‘Criticism’ is the butt of several articles, of which the most revealing is
an anonymous essay entitled ‘Metaphysical Criticism on Works of Invention),
which appeared in the eighth number in 1809. In this the principle central
to academic theory, that criticism should draw its precepts from tradition,
from the example of earlier art, rather than trying to uncover the general
principles by which the mind responds to art works, is clearly articulated:
‘It appears to me that criticism, as applicable to subjects of taste, is a safe
guide only while she draws her conclusions, by direct analogies, from existing
and established models. For, whenever she presumes to promulgate doctrines,
founded on deductions from assumed first principles, is not the basis for such
criticism, however ingenious a mere hypothesis? and can any hypothesis be
resorted to as a safe and unerring rule?’?® Departures from this empirical
principle are branded as scholasticism, and the article goes on to insist that
aesthetic quality can only be recognised through feeling; although analysis
may tell us something of how feeling comes about, it is inevitably posterior
to it. The objects of taste are defined in the nature of things. Taste is a sense
designed to recognise such objects, an original capacity of human nature that
is cultivated through practice. The art of the ancients provides the soundest
basis for rules and theory because it has been the source of pleasure for so
long.

It is significant in relation to this re-iterated accusation that critics, mere
literary men, lacked the necessary qualifications to judge on painting and the
plastic arts, that The Artist also carried a number of critiques of the doctrine
of ‘ut pictura poesis’, the most substantial of which is James Northcote’s essay
‘On the Independency of Painting on Poetry. All of these emphasised that
painting was a distinct and independent art with its own specific means of

28 The Artist, 1,1 (14 March 1807), pp. 9-10. Reprinted in Hoare 1810.
29  Anon, ‘Metaphysical Criticism on Works of Invention, The Artist, 2, 8 (1809), p. 110.
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producing pleasure and communicating ideas, and which was not dependent
on connections with or imitation of literature for its effects.30

It was in the context of this publication that John Hoppner, a prominent
portraitist and academician, published a savage review of Payne Knight's Ana-
Wytical Inquiry in May 1807, the first of a number of attacks on Knight's critical
writings by artists. The hostility that Knight aroused was not based on a single
cause, and it might not have been so violent had it been so. It was because he
came to represent both a type of discourse that contradicted academic the-
ory in some respects and the influence of a social clique which it seemed could
really influence the livelihood of artists, and also because he was already notori-
ous for the publication of moral and political views deeply offensive to some
shades of conservative opinion, that he became such a prime target for artistic
hostility.3!

As a member of the Committee of Taste, set up by the government in 1802 to
organise the national war monuments in St. Paul’s, and as a founder member
of the British Institution established by a group of patrons in 1805 to foster the
Fine Arts, Knight was no more likely to attract criticism as a meddling and ill-
informed connoisseur than any other member of those bodies with a similar
background. What made Knight so conspicuous, was that, first, he publicly
rejected the pretensions of artists as moralists, and criticised both the credo of
High Art itself, and one of its leading British exponents, James Barry, regarded
by many artists as a martyr to the High Art cause;®? and secondly, he combined
personal arrogance with professed disdain for the judgments of artists and had
the temerity to doubt the high estimation that many of them set on the recently
imported Elgin Marbles.

Knight's unjustified reputation for Jacobinism, his open religious scepti-
cism and contempt for contemporary sexual mores made him an easy target.
Hoppner seized on his scepticism and claimed that it made Knight a menace
to public morality. Misrepresenting Knight's position, he claimed that he was
of the type who deny any innate principles of morality, thus making everyone

30  James Northcote, ‘On the Independency of Painting from Poetry’, The Artist, 1, 9 (9 May
1807), pp. 1-16. Cf. ‘Letter from A. Speculator on the Connection Generally Supposed to
Exist between Poetry and Painting), ibid., 1, no. 15 (20 June 1807); ‘Strictures on the Late
School of France), ibid., no. 20 (25 July 1807); and Henry Fuseli, review of Uvedale Price, An
Essay on the Picturesque, in Analytical Review, series 1, 20 (1794), p. 259. On the history and
significance of ‘ut pictura poesis) see Lee 1967.

31 On Knight’s moral and political views, see Messmann 1970, pp. 83—97; Potts 1982, and
Clarke and Penny (ed.) 1982, pp. 5-6, 10-11.

32 Knight 1808, pp. 457-60; Knight 1810; Knight 1814, p. 291.
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free ‘to constitute himself the creator of good and evil' This scepticism in mat-
ters of morality is presented as analogous to Knight's scepticism in matters of
taste: ‘Of all dogmatizers, however, none seem to have committed greater out-
rage upon nature than those who deny the existence of beauty; or who refer
the measure of it, at least, to every man’s rude or inunatured (sic) opinion’.33

Again this was a misrepresentation of Knight, who maintained that aes-
thetic pleasures (like moral values) are culturally and historically relative, but
also claimed the faculty of taste was part of the design of a supreme being,
implanted for the benefit of humanity, and functioning according to stable
principles. Hoppner accused Knight of confusing taste with fashion, and like
academic theorists in general appealed to an innate aesthetic sense to justify
transcendent norms. Given Knight's reputation, Hoppner predictably pointed
to his ‘grossness’ in linking the sexual appetites of the different races (and even
of animals) with their diverse norms of physical beauty. Sceptical philosoph-
ers such as Knight, Hoppner concludes, ‘would take from nature the direction
of our senses, and deliver them over to the guidance of fashion or habit) fur-
nishing ‘argument for the indulgence of vicious taste, and the most depraved
appetites, while he hardens the mind against virtue’34 This is really more of a
denunciation than an argument, and Hoppner was clearly harking back to the
criticism directed at Knight from the far right of the political spectrum in the
1790s. However, lurking within this diatribe is some rudimentary perception
that Knight's sophisticated treatise contradicted the simplistic and dogmatic
account of aesthetic pleasure offered by academic theory, and the model of
the artist as a specially gifted category of subject it implied.

Hostility to critics and aestheticians comparable to that manifested in The
Artist also figures in the writings of one of the most respected of early nine-
teenth-century artist writers, Martin Archer Shee, whose Riymes on Art (1805)
and Elements of Art (1809), whatever their value as poetry, provide one of the
most interesting commentaries on contemporary culture by an artist of the
period. Shee had been made an academician in 1800, and was to succeed to the
presidency of the Academy in 1830. He was to distinguish himself by his bland
rejection of all criticisms of that institution when he appeared before the 1835—
6 Parliamentary Select Committee on Arts and Manufactures, a committee
packed with reformers and ‘liberals’, predisposed to be hostile to the Academy
as an ‘aristocratic’ corporation.

33 John Hoppner, ‘On the Supposed Influence of Fashion on our Opinions of Beauty’, The
Artist, 1, 9 (23 May 1807), p. 2.
34  Ibid, p. 1.
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However, Shee’s main writings on art appeared before he came to identify so
closely with the artistic and social establishment, and they were seen on their
appearance as one of the main statements of artistic discontents. In both the
Rhymes and the Elements, Shee complained vigorously of the lack of patronage
for High Art in Britain, and blamed it, in no uncertain terms, on the dominant
commercialism of British society. Not that Shee was hostile to commerce as
such, but he argued that the rich and powerful were failing to ‘set an example
of liberal policy and enlightened wisdom to the world), as befitted ‘this great
empire’. Shee was in no sense a political radical, but he blamed successive
British governments for failing to grant any state support to the arts on the
false grounds of ‘public economy’, and attacked ‘the cold tribe of subservients,
desk-drudges and deputies’, the placemen who infected ‘the higher reaches of
authority’ and degraded its ‘noblest functions’.35

Those familiar with political discourse of the period will recognise this
as a criticism of the Pittite faction among the Tories, who dominated the
administration. (Not that the Whigs had a different approach to government
when in office). It is significant, I suspect, that Shee expressed these views in
the Elements (1809) rather than in the Rhymes (1805), because in 1808 Major
Hogan had published charges of corruption in the army directly implicating
the Duke of York, which led to a major row in Parliament in January 1809, the
setting up of a Committee of Inquiry, and finally the resignation of the Duke
as Commander in Chief in March. In connecting state neglect of the arts with
political corruption, Shee was taking precisely the same line as that established
in Leigh Hunt’s Examiner, that outspoken organ of middle class reform, in 1808.
However, while the Examiner denounced the Academy as yet another corrupt
body, of a type with Parliament, Shee attributed the improvement of the arts
in Britain to the exertions of the academicians. He astutely took elements from
the prevailing political discourse that could be used to argue for the artists’
interest.36

Whatever the precise nature of Shee’s political sympathies (and they were
probably Whig at this time), he wrote primarily as a professional artist con-
tributing to the more general effort to raise the status of painters in English
society. Some of his assertions in Rhymes on Art became a by-word for the
highest estimation of artistic status. He claimed of the painter that ‘his ideas

35  Shee1809 (1), pp. 37282, 226-8.

36 See, for example, R.H. [Robert Hunt], ‘State of the Arts in Great Britain, Examiner, no. 2,
10 January 1808; and R.H., ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 43, 23 October 1808. For an
outstanding characterisation and contextualisation of the Examiner, see Roe 2005. See
also Stout 1949.
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are exalted, his feelings are refined beyond the comprehension of common
minds, or the attainment of ordinary occupations’ and even went so far as to
assert that the painter was superior in his necessary attainments to the poet.3”
It is not surprising that someone prepared to distinguish the worth of artists
as a category of individual in these terms placed little value on the opinions
of public or critics. The neglect of artists by the public was presumably due to
the failure of society’s leaders to provide a proper example, and in Rhymes on
Art Shee appears mainly concerned with the presumptions of connoisseurs,
the traditional bogey-men of English artists: ‘Lookers-on, we are gravely told,
know more of the game than those who play it; and strange to say! the best
judges of art are not to be found amongst those who devote to it their lives,
but those who bestow upon it their leisure!’®® The heavy and indignant irony of
this passage makes it an important precedent for Haydon’s celebrated assault
on Payne Knight published in the Examiner and the Champion, another liberal
reform paper, in March 1816. In the Elements of Art, Shee’s attacks were direc-
ted more against the growing tribe of newspaper and periodical critics, who, he
claimed, misled public taste, puffed the ‘reptiles’ who were prepared to flatter
them, libelled merit, and were, all in all, ‘the nightmare of Genius’ Unlike the
poet, historian, or philosopher, the painter was not judged by his peers.3?

Holding such positions in common with The Artist, one might have expected
Shee to be strongly antipathetic to the presumptions of philosophical criti-
cism, and indeed, he remarked archly in the Elements of Art, ‘If the influence
of Taste upon the British public were indeed, in any reasonable degree, pro-
portionate to the discussions which it has produced, we should certainly rank
high in the scale of national refinement’*? Further, Shee reassured his readers
of his attachment to the prevailing organisation of society by his marked hos-
tility to the ‘visionary speculations of modern philosophy’, by which he meant
any attempt to realise the ideals of the Enlightenment through a fundamental
restructuring of the social order. In Rhymes on Art he refers approvingly to
Burke, observing that ‘it never can be safe to trifle with doctrines, which incul-
cate contempt for the gathered wisdom of ages’#! It was precisely the aesthetic
variant of the ‘gathered wisdom of age’ that provided the bedrock of academic
theory.

37 Shee 1805, pp. 1057, 112.

38  Shee18os5, p. 71.

39  Shee18o9 (1), pp- 333-4, 338.
40  Shee18og (1), p. 2.

41 Shee1805, pp. 50—4.
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Considering his attachment to these positions, it seems almost inconsistent
that Shee should express approval of Payne Knight's Analytical Inquiry. But in
Elements of Art he acknowledged that while he could not ‘coincide in all the
opinions’ of its author, he applauded him for maintaining ‘the cause of intel-
lectual liberty’ against the ‘advocates of regular system and dogmatic criticism’
with ‘manly sense’ and ‘acute argument’. This was a clear reference to the viol-
ent hostility to critics that Knight had voiced in the Analytical Inquiry and his
insistence that rules and respect for precedent tended to hamper the workings
of genius.*? (Shee quoted from a passage in the Inquiry relating to this latter
point). However, while Shee could clearly find positions in Knight's work that
broadly coincided with statements about rules in Reynolds’s writings, and more
generally in academic discourse, nothing suggests that he had engaged with
the full implications of association aesthetics. Further, on the key issue of the
moral end of painting they represented contrary views, with Shee consistently
insisting on the moral importance of the arts.

By 1809 the scandal over Knight's Discourse on the Worship of Priapus (1786)
was more than twenty years old, and the Progress of Civil Society, which had
provoked charges of Jacobinism against him, had been published thirteen years
before. Knight had recently reiterated his conservative Whiggism in A Monody
on the Death of the Right Honourable Charles James Fox (1806—7), and Shee,
who probably held comparable political views, no doubt felt he could approve
the Analytical Inquiry without appearing sympathetic to Knights’s notorious
scepticism and unconventional views on sexuality. The treatise was a highly
successful publication and Shee realised it deserved serious consideration. He
may also have wished to ingratiate himself with a Director of the British Insti-
tution, since in 1809 he also published a letter addressed to that body calling on
them to support a plan for the encouragement of history painting.*3 However,
taken as a whole, Shee’s writings show the same concern with the status of
artists as a professional group and the related antipathy to criticism and philo-
sophical treatises on the arts that are characteristic of artists’ discourse in the
early nineteenth century. His relatively favourable response to Knight's Analyt-
ical Inquiry was a somewhat maverick view that coincided with both personal
interests and political concerns.

Animosity to Knight was not confined to the short-lived art magazines of
the early nineteenth century, it was also expressed in the newspaper and non-
specialist periodical press. It is not surprising that the reactionary Quarterly

42 Knight 1808, pp. 234-5, 253—4, 274—9.
43  Shee18og (2).
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Review should look for an opportunity to savage Knight, since his outspoken
Whiggism and hostility to Christianity had made him a target for the Tory press
before.** However, Knight was also subjected to criticism from the other side of
the political spectrum, some of the most telling attacks on him appearing in the
Examiner and the Champion. It is impossible to tell how far the publication of
these attacks was the result of the personal connections between Haydon, who
wrote most of them, and their respective editors, Leigh Hunt and John Scott.
Although he was to associate himself with some of the major liberal causes
of his day, Haydon was basically Tory in his political sympathies and despite all
his blustering and posturing about ‘principle’ generally had his eye on the main
chance. He wrote from the viewpoint of a professional artist, disaffected with
the main institution of his profession, but attached to its professional creed in
a way that bordered on fanaticism.

The discourse of High Art was central to Haydon'’s self-conception as a sub-
ject, and provided the justification for his reckless borrowings and sometimes
unconventional behaviour. However, in the context of these papers his criti-
cism of the academy and of connoisseurs, and his passionate exposition of the
value of High Art and equally passionate pleas for state support (principally for
himself), did not simply represent an expression of personal and professional
interests. In the Examiner, and to a lesser extent in the Champion, the alleged
shortcomings of the Royal Academy and the degraded state of contemporary
British art were repeatedly criticised, and treated as evidence of the corrupt
condition of the dominant social elite. For both papers Haydon was a hero, a
champion of true and great art and of Britain’s national honour in the field of
culture at a time when the artists of the Academy were too self-interested to
do their duty, and Britain’s governors were too corrupt, and had too narrow a
view of their obligations, to provide artists with the proper kind of encourage-
ment. In both these papers then, political and cultural criticism were tightly
interwoven.

Haydon published his first broadside against Knight in the Examiner in early
1812, in the form of a ten-page riposte to Knight's review of the Works of Barry,
which continued over three numbers.#® It is indicative of either the strength
of Haydon’s friendship with Leigh Hunt, or the importance Hunt accorded his

44  ‘Lord Elgin’s Collection of Sculptured Marbles’, Quarterly Review, 14 (June 1816), pp. 534-5.
For a sketch of the periodical press of the 1810s and 1820s, see Bauer 1953, Chapter 2.

45  Benjamin Robert Haydon, ‘To the Critic on Barry’s Works in the Edinburgh Review, Aug.
1810, in Examiner, no. 213, 26 January 1812; no. 214, 2 February 1812; and no. 215, g February
1812. A useful introduction to Haydon is George 1967. Roe 2005 is insightful on Haydon’s
relationship with Hunt.
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views, that Haydon was allowed to hold forth at such length. Looked at dispas-
sionately, Knight's review contained some positions similar to Haydon’s own,
and Haydon conceded ‘the soundness of advice’ in some parts of it. He agreed
with Knight over the shoddy execution of many academicians’ paintings, and
shared his views on the undue reverence for damaged ‘old masters’ among the
cognoscenti and his distrust of academic institutions; indeed, much of Hay-
don’s article was less a criticism of Knight than of the Academy, which had
become ‘a vast organ of bad taste and corruption’ (In relation to the impact of
Knight's critique of academies, from which the Royal Academy was excluded,
it is worth noting that in 1810 the Reflector, a short-lived quarterly magazine
edited by Hunt, published an article defending academies and Barry’s charac-
ter against Knight's aspersions. But this article was not vituperative in tone, and
referred to Knight as ‘our friend’).#6 Haydon, however, could not accommodate
Knight's high estimation of Dutch and Flemish art, his dislike of monumental
painting, his criticism of public patronage, and perhaps most of all his disdain
for claims that painting had a moral influence. Making the familiar analogy
between painting and poetry, Haydon asked rhetorically if painting was ‘merely
an imitative Art? And answered inevitably in the negative, ‘You mistake the
means for the end: the imitative part of Painting is only the means of exciting
poetical and intellectual associations’4?

It is interesting that at this stage Haydon should be prepared to concede
points of agreement with Knight, and that he should make use of the key prin-
ciple in Knight's aesthetic in defending the moral value of painting against him.
That he recognised something in the association argument could be recuper-
ated is confirmed by a comment he made on Raphael’s cartoon of the Sacrifice
at Lystra in a series of articles on the cartoons published in both the Examiner
and the Annals of the Fine Arts in 1819. In this he describes painting as, ‘An Art,
whose modes of conveying intellectual associations are the imitation of natural
objects’#® But he had already defined style in art (in opposition to manner) in
terms of the ideal, of discovering the ‘essential’ in natural objects and discard-
ing ‘the aberrations produced by time, accident, disease, or other causes’, and
he claimed that the ‘mere imitation’ of such objects, ‘independently of any idea),
was a source of pleasure. Thus Haydon mixed a basically academic viewpoint

46 ‘On the Responsibility of Members of Academies of Arts’, The Reflector, 2 vols., (1812) no. 2,
Art. 13, pp. 388—408.

47 Haydon, ‘To the Critic ..., in Examiner, no. 213, 26 January 1812.

48  Benjamin Robert Haydon, ‘On the Cartoon of the Sacrifice at Lystra, Annals of the Fine
Arts, 4,13 (1819), p. 238; also printed in Examiner, no. 592, 2 May 1819, and no. 593, 9 May
1819.
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on ideal form as a source of aesthetic pleasure with references to association
theory, as a way of arguing for the intellectual and moral element in the effect
of painting. He would continue to maintain this position when he gave more
direct consideration to philosophical criticism in the public lectures of his later
years.

The Examiner strongly supported Haydon in his attack on Knight, and in
June 1812 Leigh Hunt criticised the British Institution for not awarding a prize
to Haydon'’s Macbeth, and accused Knight of influencing the other directors
against the artist.*® The campaign against Knight was to be resumed in 1816,
when it became known that this connoisseur who had a seat on the Parliament-
ary Select Committee on the Elgin Marbles had expressed reservations about
their merits.

The reasons why artists and some writers took up the cause of the Elgin
Marbles in this period cannot simply be explained by their transcendent mer-
its. It is certainly true that they contributed to a reassessment of the nature
of the ideal in Greek art, and provided ammunition to those like Hazlitt and
Haydon who were critical of some of the formal conventions of eighteenth-
century High Art; but equally important was their symbolic function as objects
of national pride. They had, so the story ran, arrived just at the most auspicious
moment, when the British School had the potential to match British achieve-
ments in arms, only being held back by the underdeveloped taste of the public
and the lack of proper examples. Britain now stood a chance to rival the great
age of Pericles. No other country had this advantage, or indeed was in a pos-
ition to make use of it. At one fell swoop the nation had acquired a treasure
comparable to the purloined riches of the Musée Napoléon.

In the midst of this heady mix of nationalist passion and professional aspir-
ation, Knight’s scholarly and measured, if largely unsound, reservations could
only come as confirmation of one of the reiterated idées fixes of artistic groups:
here was another meddling and opinionated connoisseur attempting to foist
false judgments on a gullible public, and now unfortunately in a position to do
real harm by influencing the Parliamentary Committee against the purchase
of the Marbles. The Examiner gave Haydon’s long article ‘On the Judgement of
Connoisseurs being preferred to that of Professional Men, — Elgin Marbles, etc’
a prominent place in the main body of the paper in March 1816. Haydon wrote
warmly on the deficiencies of taste among the nobility and higher classes,

49  ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 233, 14 June 1812; no. 234, 21 June 1812. Haydon himself
believed that Payne Knight ‘has pursued me with the malignity of a Demon’ — see entry
for 19 November 1814 in Haydon 19603, vol. 1, p. 398.
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deficiencies he blamed on the defects of university education. Echoing Shee,
he argued that in no other profession was the opinion of amateurs preferred
to that of professionals. He now latched on to Knight's reputation for scep-
ticism and irreligion, and linked this with his scepticism over the Marbles.>°
Knight's ‘portion of capacity’, which he acknowledged, was particularly regret-
table because misapplied. However, the Examiner was not unmitigatedly hos-
tile to Knight; it allowed occasional approving references to his probity and
talents to appear, and it also published his reply to the assault on his reputa-
tion in the Quarterly Review in 1816.5!

Knight got much less of a fair deal from the other main organ open to Hay-
don, John Scott’s Champion.52 Scott was never as critical of the British political
establishment as Hunt and he was almost obsessively hostile to France, in April
1816 even accusing the Examiner of having become ‘a grossly anti-English pub-
lication’. Already in his period with Drakard’s Paper, Scott had maintained the
position that the low state of British painting was due to the perversion of Public
Taste, which was led by ‘half a dozen fashionable Cognoscenti’>3 He continued
to voice this view as editor of the Champion from 181417, as well as making reg-
ular denunciations of the Royal Academy. To Scott, who was no great enthusiast
for the British Institution either, Knight clearly appeared as the kind of fash-
ionable connoisseur he abominated. It is very likely that his front page article,
‘Parliamentary Purchase of the Elgin Marbles, published three weeks before
Haydon’s ‘On the Judgement of Connoisseurs, had a formative influence on
that piece, just as the tone of Haydon’s criticisms of the Academy was prob-
ably modelled on that of earlier articles in the Examiner by Leigh and Robert
Hunt.54 Haydon was not in reality quite the lone heroic voice in the wilderness
crying out against academic iniquities that he made himself out to be.

In his article on the Marbles, Scott deplored the fact that ‘base criticism’ had
sought to ‘undervalue these precious works’, and repeated his view that hitherto
a poorly informed public had been ‘left at the mercy of one or two oracles’
whose first object had been the promotion of their own ‘personal consequence’,
a charge also levelled by Hunt and Haydon in the Examiner. By a number of

50  Benjamin Robert Haydon, ‘On the Judgement of Connoisseurs being preferred to that of
Professional Men, - Elgin Marbles, etc., Examiner, no. 429, 17 March 1816.

51 ‘Mr. Payne Knight's Answer to the Quarterly Review, Examiner, no. 441, 9 June 1816. For
responses contra and pro Haydon’s article, see J.W,, ‘Letter to the Editor), Examiner, no. 432,
7 April 1816; Mariette, ‘Letter to the Editor, Examiner, no. 434, 21 April 1816.

52 For Scott, see Hayden 1969, pp. 68—70. For a conspectus of Scott’s opinions, see Scott 1815.

53 ‘The Fine Arts, Drakard’s Paper, no. 11, 21 March 1813.

54  ‘Parliamentary Purchase of the Elgin Marbles, Champion, no. 164, 25 February 1816.
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allusions Scott left no doubt that he was referring to Knight. In the following
month the Champion published Haydon’s article on the same day as it appeared
in the Examiner, and the paper’s implacable hostility to Knight was reaffirmed
in June, when it printed an anonymous letter, virtually hysterical in tone, which
contemptuously dismissed Knight’s refutation of the charges made against him
in the Quarterly Review.5>

It is indicative of the importance of context in establishing the significance
of ideological interventions that in the Examiner and the Champion Haydon’s
attacks on Knight seem part of a more general cultural critique, linked with
a reformist politics — although it is noteworthy that Haydon did not connect
the deficiencies of the Academy with the corruption of political institutions,
as Robert Hunt consistently did in his exhibition reviews. However, transferred
to the Annals of the Fine Arts, a quarterly magazine that ran from 1816—20 and
was edited by Haydon’s friend the architect James Elmes, they lose all con-
notations of reformism, and simply blend in with a larger discourse around
professional interests. Indeed, although it printed several of Hazlitt’s art essays,
the political position of the Annals, in so far as it is ascertainable, was reaction-
ary.>® While regretting the lack of state encouragement for art in Britain, the
magazine did not attribute this to political corruption, and some statements in
its pages were sympathetic to contemporary patronage.5” (Obviously the text
of its five volumes does not present a straightforward unity). Like Haydon, the
Annals turned academic discourse against the Academy, largely blaming the
preponderance of careerists and portrait painters within the institution for the
failings of contemporary British art. Haydon was the magazine’s darling, who,
according to Elmes, stood the ‘most prominent in the art’58

The first number was dedicated to the Select Committee on the Purchase of
the Elgin Marbles, and contained a highly favourable review of ‘On the Judge-
ment of Connoisseurs’.?® Haydon’s critique of Knight's review of the Works of

55  A.S., ‘Mr. Paine Knight, [sic] Champion, no. 180, 16 June 1816.

56  This is particularly clear in the review of Henry Sass’s A Journey to Rome and Naples,
Performed in 1817 (1818), which attacked the author in personal terms for his democratic
politics — see Annals of the Fine Arts, 3, 9 (1818), pp. 311-12.

57  J.E.S, ‘General Observations on the Culture of the Fine Arts in Britain), Annals of the Fine
Arts, 2,6 (1817): pp. 306—12; Review of Italian, Spanish, Flemish, Dutch and French Pictures
at the British Institution in 1818, Annals of the Fine Arts, 3, 9 (1818), p. 279.

58 Editor, ‘To Correspondents), Annals of the Fine Arts, 3, 9 (1818), p. 332. Cf. Review of
W.P. Carey’s Critical Description and Analytical Review of Death on the Pale Horse, Annals
of the Fine Arts, 3, 8 (1818), pp. 88—9.

59  ‘Review of New Books on Art, Annals of the Fine Arts, 1,1 (1816), pp. 97-101.
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Barry was reprinted in the second and third numbers, and a string of further
articles by him followed. The Annals reasserted the position that The Artist had
taken on the value of artists’ statements with particular reference to Haydon’s
writings, namely that ‘we are quite convinced, that one line written by an artist
does more good to public taste than huge volumes written by technical ama-
teurs’ Indeed, it was probably referring to that magazine when it claimed that
Haydon had ‘settled for ever the question, as to the capability of painters to
write their thoughts, which everyone must recollect was so prevalent eight or
nine years ago’.5% As a magazine that proclaimed itself primarily an organ of
professional artists, the Annals belonged to the same category as The Artist,
and it relied partly on the same kinds of discourse, and advanced similar posi-
tions to champion the judgment and interests of artists as a professional class
fraction.

Although the Magazine of the Fine Arts was edited by the publicist and anti-
quarian John Britton, who allegedly wrote much of it himself, the character
of the text suggests a close identification with artists’ interests. Britton was in
this and other publications a warm friend to the British School, who tended
to emphasise what he saw as its positive qualities, rather than lamenting its
failure to produce a substantial body of High Art. The articles in the Magazine
sometimes found good in the Academy, were judiciously critical of Haydon,
and generally took a line distinctively different from that of the Annals. Brit-
ton’s attitude towards the landed classes was that of a sycophant, not surpris-
ingly considering that they provided a large part of the market for his pub-
lications and dominated the Society of Antiquaries.®! This, together with his
close involvement with topographical artists and interest in landscape paint-
ing, helps to explain why the Magazine’s criticism of contemporary patronage
was considerably less strident than that of the Champion and Examiner. Non-
etheless, the Magazine still described the final aim of artistic production as
‘moral effect), and found a ‘decisive proof of a want of taste for the essence of
the arts’ in the fact that no modern artist had found sufficient patronage to
devote himself to ‘ideal art’ with ‘great and striking success’.62

60  Review of W.P. Carey’s Critical Description, p. 88.

61  On the obsequiousness of Britton, see Review of John Britton’s Architectural Antiquities
of Great Britain, in Review of Publications of Art, 1, 4 (1808), pp. 321, 337—43. Dobai 1970
4, vol. 3, p. 300, is wrong in saying the Magazine of Fine Arts was edited by Elmes and he
exaggerates its similarity with the Annals. For Britton’s authorship, see Jones 1849.

62  Jupiter nursed in the Isle of Crete by the Nymphs and Corybantes. Painted by Mr. Cristall
with outline engraving by G. Cooke’, Magazine of Fine Arts, 1, 6 (1821), pp. 455—6. Cf. the
interesting discussion of Quatremere de Quincy’s Considérations morales sur la destina-



ACADEMIC THEORY VERSUS ASSOCIATION AESTHETICS 109

While moderate in its handling of the contemporary public, the Magazine
carried one of the longest and most thorough critiques of philosophical criti-
cism to appear at the time, which mainly comprised an attack on the associ-
ation aesthetic of Alison, with particular reference to his account of the sensa-
tions of beauty produced by the contemplation of forms. I have been unable to
discover the author of this, but it was written either by an artist, or by someone
sympathetic to the claims of artists, and who accepted the inherited wisdom
of academic theory.

The article begins with an assertion of a type that should now be familiar:
‘It is generally agreed that the reader who has perused all the dissertations of
the learned critics who have written on the principles of taste in the Fine Arts,
often remains as ignorant and as destitute of such principles as he could have
been previously to entering on such a course of study’®? Indeed, it is ‘certain’
that artists will often deduce principles from their own observation of nature
and its effects, which although they cannot explain their cause are of more
practical use than principles learnt from books. The practice of artists in itself
shows that theories that attribute the effect of beauty to particular lines or
colours must be erroneous. The author thus rejects Hogarth’s line of beauty
and grace, Burke’s definitions of the beautiful and sublime, Price’s picturesque,
and Knight's sense aesthetic of light and colour — although in fact this plays
a subsidiary if important role in Knight's system, which depends mainly on
association as an explanatory principle. The ‘puerile arbitrary classification’
of the sources of pleasure as beautiful or sublime marks the insufficiency of
these theories, and ‘no powers of oratory’ can ‘protect them from contempt’.6+
At the present time (1821), the association of ideas is generally regarded as ‘the
only source of our perception of beauty, but the theory has been carried to
absurd extremes. Alison, its most popular exponent, has forced the doctrine
‘far beyond its legitimate extent’, and has given insufficient weight to ‘beauties
of fitness and utility".

The text betrays the standpoint of artists not only because it defends prin-
ciples allegedly deduced from practical experience, but also in its focus on the
issue of form, so central to academic theory. As I pointed out earlier, Alison,
following Reid, maintained that objects are only beautiful insofar as they act
as signs for certain emotions, and consequently, ‘The fact is ... that in no class
of objects is there any such permanent Form of Beauty' To every supposed

tion des ouvrages de ’art (1815) in C., ‘On the Application of the Imitative Arts, Magazine
of Fine Arts, 1, 6, (1821), pp. 419—26.

63 Anon, ‘On the Principles of Taste, Magazine of Fine Arts, 1, 5 and 6 (1821), p. 321.

64  Ibid, pp. 322-3.
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norm there are exceptions, and regarding the human form, ‘it is very easy to
see ... that the most different Forms of Feature are actually beautiful: and that
their Beauty uniformly arises from the Expressions of which they are significant
to us’55 Beauty of proportion, according to Alison, arises from a more general
beauty of fitness to purpose, but this in itself does not account for the profound
delight we experience from the human form. Although certain proportions are
necessary for human forms to produce ideas of beauty or sublimity, they are
not their main cause. It is from being expressive of various natural qualities or
from ‘the expression of pleasing or interesting qualities or dispositions of mind
that the Human Form derives all its positive Beauty’.66

It was this position that the critic of the Magazine of Fine Arts found par-
ticularly objectionable. Having accused Alison of giving insufficient attention
to fitness, design, or utility in his treatment of forms, and argued that there
are numerous contradictions to his categorisation of the expressive qualities
of natural forms, he proceeded to tackle him on proportion and the idea of a
central form of beauty. While he concedes Alison’s point that there is no single
form which alone is beautiful, he argues that the effort to create such a central
form tends to improve taste and that a kind of original form can be separated
out and distinguished from the particularities that arise from accidental cir-
cumstances such as the effects of labour. He is also adamant that the European
races, and particularly the Greeks, set the norm for human proportion; other
races being degraded ‘by the effects of their wretched climates and Habits’.6”

According to the Magazine’s critic, Alison had confused character with form,
and he asserts, in contradiction, that all beauty of the human form depends
upon proportion and fitness, although he acknowledges that works of art
can scarcely avoid combining some character of expression with form. (Some
academic theorists, notably Barry and Fuseli, had seen beauty of form as a
rather bland beauty, and emphasised expression instead). The expertise of
artists is clearly at stake here, for the critic claims: ‘The most ignorant of
mankind are judges of character and expression), while the rules that govern
‘the inherent beauty of form’ may never be ascertained, and ‘can only be felt
by those who have observed, compared, and studied’ Despite the arguments
of association theory, ‘we shall continue to think that positive beauty resides
in form, independently of any mental qualities and passions, and capable
of expressing them all" Considering the ‘futility’ of Alison’s premises, their

65  Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 359; vol. 2, p. 254.
66  Alison 1815, vol. 2, pp. 321-30.
67  Anon., ‘On the Principles of Taste), pp. 401—4.
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‘extensive circulation and adoption’ is extraordinary, and demonstrates how
eager people are to be ‘spared the trouble of thinking for themselves’.68

The concern of this critic with the account of beauty of form in association
aesthetics was not coincidental. He had seized on the argument in Alison’s
work that was potentially most damaging to the authority of academic dis-
course and the practice of High Art. That this is the case is, I believe, confirmed
by the position Haydon had taken in his commentary on Raphael’s Sacrifice
at Lystra, and even more so by that of his fourteenth lecture, written many
years later, in 1837.6° In the lecture ‘On Beauty, whether caused by Association,
Haydon poses the question of whether the emotion of beauty is caused by asso-
ciations, or by ‘immediate impression through the eye, on the brain’ and comes
down resoundingly in favour of the latter hypothesis, with some qualifications.

Haydon’s basic point is an elaboration of the straightforward view he had
advanced in 1819. The emotion of beauty cannot be reduced to one single prin-
ciple: sometimes it is a simple sensation excited at once by sight, sometimesiit is
a complex one depending on association. But before associations productive of
beauty can occur, there must be something in form and colour to arouse that
emotion.”® In direct contradiction of Jeffrey,”! the leading exponent of asso-
ciationism after Alison, Haydon claimed that there is a natural capacity for
perceiving beauty akin to the organs of sense, and differing in strength from
individual to individual. The idea of internal senses that guided aesthetic and
moral judgments had been developed by Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Gerard
in the eighteenth century. Although taste was still widely referred to as a sense
in a casual way in the early nineteenth century, by then inner sense theory had
been entirely superseded in philosophical criticism. Haydon could not accept
the general definition of beauty given by Alison, Jeffrey, et. al., and he criticised
their ‘inexact’ use of the term. ‘Common sense’ would not permit Haydon to see
beauty is such objects as a pug-dog. While he conceded a role to association,
it could not be the sole cause of the emotion of beauty: ‘I maintain there is
something in the construction of every object named beautiful which excites
the emotion independently of all association, and that subsequent reminis-
cences but confirm the first impression’.”? Alison and Jeffrey confused beauty
with expression.

68  Ibid., 418-19, 414.

69  Entry for 3 September 1837, in Haydon 1960-3, vol. 4, p. 431.
70  Haydon1844-6, vol. 2, p. 255.

71 Haydon 1844-6, vol. 2, pp. 259, 263, 266—7.

72 Haydon1844-6, vol. 2, p. 264.
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As in so many of his arguments, Haydon appealed to his putative creator
in support of his case. Beauty cannot be just a human convention it must
have a final cause — a position that leads him to contradict Reynolds’s view
that the ideal of Beauty must vary from race to race. According to Haydon,
his god cannot have made black people in Ais own image. His god has given
human beings certain capacities of inherent sensibility, and this sensibility is
particularly responsive to a type of form found in perfection among Europeans.

Haydon’s ultimate nostrum is that beauty is a female principle, for ‘there
is nothing in the world beautiful, but the perfect face and figure of woman,
and ... there is nothing dignified with that appellation which has not either
by association, or form, or colour, some relation to that creature’” Everything
beautiful, physically or intellectually, has a ‘feminine tendency’ and the male
form has nothing essentially beautiful in it — a position probably influenced by
Burke’s gendering of the beautiful and sublime, but one that departed from a
basic premise of academic theory.

Making due allowance for Haydon’s desire to appeal to the audience of
public lectures with some striking and simple idea, this position, for all its
absurdity, is related to his consistent concern with the human figure as the core
of great art and the proper vehicle for expression. To concede that beauty of
form was not fixed in the nature of things but was culturally relative would have
cut away from the prestige of the fetishes of academic theory — Greek Sculpture,
Italian art of the sixteenth century, and so on, the status of which rested to
an important extent on their alleged perfection of form. It would also have
undermined the authority of academic discourse and the traditional hierarchy
within the artistic profession, and therefore seemed to threaten the claim to a
special cultural capital that artists sought to advance in the wider social arena.

Haydon articulated the logic of the artists’ position within the prevailing
ideologies that bore directly on their practice. Faced with the increasing
authority of a new species of discourse that contradicted the discourse through
which they thought their own practice, and explicitly denied their qualifica-
tions as arbiters of that practice, artists responded by questioning the ground-
ing assumptions of the new discourse and the qualifications of its exponents.
This did not lead to any significant developments in art theory, and despite
some attempts to rethink the academic hierarchy (most notably in the lectures
of Charles Robert Leslie),”* the academic theory of painting continued to be
organised around similar principles throughout the century. Artists continued

73 Haydon1844-6, vol. 2, pp. 237, 288.
74  Published as Leslie 1855,
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to guard their stake in the cultural field through a kind of discourse that claimed
that the mysteries of artistic practice can only be fully apprehended intuitively
by the professional practitioner, and to resist the claims of ideologues outside
the profession such as Ruskin to legislate on their competences. Although asso-
ciation theory continued to have some influence, the kind of leisured patrician
culture assumed by the aesthetics of Alison and Knight became increasingly
marginalised, challenged by a new bourgeois culture unconducive to elaborate
aesthetic speculations, and such treatises on taste ceased to be produced.

As should be evident from the above, if the particular character of associ-
ation aesthetics and academic theory cannot be derived directly from the class
relations of the period, both these ideologies played an active role in shap-
ing, and indeed producing a conflict of interests between artists and elements
within the dominant social groups. In bourgeois art history, aesthetic discourse
and art theory are treated as if they were removed from material social con-
cerns, or affected by them only superficially. The aim of this study has been
to begin to situate them back within the struggles for power and influence of
which they were a part.



CHAPTER 3

Bourgeois Critiques of the Monopoly of Taste

The ‘Middle Class’ Interest in Politics: From Anti-War Liberalism to
the Philosophic Radicals

The period of the Anglo-French Wars saw the consolidation of an identifiable
middle class interest in the political sphere, together with forms of discourse
that proclaimed that class as the essential source of moral and political virtues,
in contradistinction to the landed and unpropertied classes.! The formation of
this interest can be traced back to the Wilkes affair and the American Revolu-
tion, but it gained new cohesion though the campaign for the repeal of the Test
and Corporation Acts in 1787-90, the economical and administrative reform
movements of the 1780s, and the wave of provincial associations and societies
of various sorts that began to appear in these years; the economic, political, and
ideological repercussions of the wars with France gave it a new militancy.? By
the 1810s the sense of competing interests — that also stood for different ways
of life, different ethics, and different political ideals — had entered the press in
liberal newspapers such as The Champion and The Examiner,® where one of its
forms was a critique of corruption in cultural matters that centred on the Royal
Academy and attacks on the irresponsibility and lack of virtue of the nation’s
rulers, manifested in their opposition to any state provision for the Fine Arts.
This discourse gained new intellectual muscle in the 1820s in magazines influ-
enced by the Utilitarians such as the London Magazine and Westminster Review,
and also issued in several polemical pamphlets and books. Its main political
manifestation was the Parliamentary Select Committee on the Arts and their
Connection with Manufactures of 1835-6. These ideological forms of the class
struggle in culture are the theme of this chapter.

In discussing this phenomenon, we encounter the familiar problem that
English usage does not generally distinguish in the way that French and Ger-
man do between ‘middle class’ and ‘bourgeoisie’. For the purpose of this study
it is important to discriminate between the former, who may be described as
persons generally of moderate wealth, neither exploited nor exploiters, who

1 For the dissent of the middling sort prior to this period, see Rogers 1984; Rogers 1989; and
Brewer 1980.

2 Briggs 1956; Ditchfield 1974; Torrance 1978; Tolley 1969; Cookson 1982.

3 See Chapter 4 for further references.
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are petty-bourgeois, self-employed, state or public service workers, professional
persons, and so on; and the latter, owners of capital and the means of pro-
duction, whose wealth derives from surplus value extracted from propertyless
wage labourers.# In the early nineteenth century English usage of the term
‘middle class’ could encompass both. However, although there seems to have
been no sense of conflict or tension between the two groups, their different
positions in relations of production meant their interests were not identical.
The ideologues who enunciated the viewpoint of bourgeois interests generally
spoke from the position of intellectuals or professional persons; their vision of
human progress in which the arts and sciences would advance in accompani-
ment with capitalist trade and industry once the constraints of feudal privilege
had been shucked off endowed those interests with a kind of cultural gravitas.
This was part of the ideological armoury commercial and industrial fractions
of the bourgeoisie could deploy in its struggles with the landed bourgeoisie,
which includes the aristocracy in this case. But in fact the cultural capital —
to draw on Bourdieu’s terminology — that accrued to artists and intellectuals
as members of the middle class was a relatively weak currency in the social
power it bought compared with the real capital of the bourgeoisie. All the more
reason for middle class ideologues to emphasise its value by contrast with mere
wealth, however illusory this stance was.

The liberal non-conformist intellectuals that formed the backbone of the
anti-war movement developed arguments that represented the coalescence
of the longstanding grievances of Dissenters and an established concern with
parliamentary reform, together with ‘principled’ opposition to the govern-
ment’s economic policies (particularly its tax legislation and attempts to reg-
ulate internal trade), moral outrage over what was seen as an interventionist
war with a sovereign state that represented progressive ideals (at least in the
1790s), and fierce criticism of the corruption and inefficiency of the dominant
oligarchy. These arguments rested on forms of rational Christianity and on a
progressivism derived from Hartley, Priestley, and Scottish eighteenth-century
thought. The movement’s extensive provincial base was partly fuelled by the
grievances of middle-class groups with little or no political representation, who
were bitterly opposed to the dominance of Tory and High Church interests at a
local level. The resolution of these groups was hardened by loyalist persecution
of Dissenters and reformers in the 1790s as a threat to the national interest.>

4 Although it deals with a very different historical moment, my thinking on this matter is
indebted to Wright 1985, pp. 37-43, 86—92.
5 Cookson 1982, Chapter 1 and passim.
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Disunited in its attitude towards government policies, the bourgeoisie had
no class-based organisation in the political forum. But while it was fragmented
and lacked a political forum, it had fostered forms of discourse that clearly
and overtly represented its interests as a class, and which are to be found
extensively in the newspaper, and more especially, the periodical press, in
the latter of which liberal influence predominated. Liberal intellectuals of the
type who gathered around the Unitarian dissenter Dr John Aikin — one of the
most prominent magazine editors of the period — used journalistic outlets and
pamphlets to voice the resentments of new types of bourgeois wealth against
the undue influence of the landed oligarchy and City interests within the body
politic. They identified a ‘war faction’ that enforced an inequitable tax system,
ignored key interests within the state, and depressed the middle class. War was
seen as providing economic opportunities for a few wealthy men to exploit,
while forcing unnecessary burdens and suffering on the rest of society. The evils
of war were as much political, social, and moral, as they were economic; the
general progressivism of the opposition movement led them to represent it as
a kind of social disease or malaise. This tied in with attacks on the laxity and
indulgence of the aristocracy, which were part of the strategy by which a middle
class identity was established.

The anti-war liberals took from Scottish social theory the idea that the
middle class was the backbone of liberty, the main bulwark against aristo-
cratic oppression and corruption. Their ideology was essentially meritocratic
and directly critical of aristocratic privilege.® It was a liberalism that was also
overtly capitalist, taking its principles from Smithian economics and making
little use of arguments about the condition of the poor to advance its cause.
This stance was precisely matched by the distance it took from artisan radic-
alism and popular agitation. In the postwar period bourgeois interests found
a political focus in opposition to the Corn Laws, as a transparent expression
of the interests of the landed classes, and in an increasing tendency to regard
parliamentary reform as the fundamental strategy for bringing the state’s eco-
nomic policy more into line with the needs of the commercial and industrial
sectors. The sense of a distinct bourgeois interest was reinforced by increas-
ing working-class unrest and the emergence of distinctly proletarian forms of
political organisation.”

In the 1820s representation of the bourgeois outlook took its most pungent
form in the output of intellectuals who took Bentham’s Utilitarianism as their

6 Cookson 1982, pp. 27-8.
7 E.g. see the examples of working-class resistance discussed in Foster 1974, pp. 34—43, 49—61.
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basic creed, the Philosophic Radicals.® The group’s chief organ was the West-
minster Review, founded in 1824, and edited by John Bowring, a merchant, lin-
guist and intimate of Bentham'’s. (In fact, Bowring was disliked by James Mill
and the contributors were divided into two camps, with James Mill, Francis
Place, and the younger Philosophic Radicals ranged against Bowring and his
allies).® The first number of the magazine contained an attack on the Edinburgh
Review and reviews in general by Mill, and William Thomas has described the
Westminster as a kind of ‘anti-review’1° The Edinburgh was a notably Whiggish
and liberal publication that had expressed approval of Bentham and carried
articles by Mill, but the Westminster was critical of Whigs and Tories alike.
It attacked the clergy and the law, and was implacable in its hostility to the
hereditary nobility. Correspondingly, it was ardent in its identification of the
middle class as ‘the strength of the community’, containing ‘beyond all com-
parison, the greatest proportion of the intelligence, industry and wealth of the
state’l!

Culture and the Arts in the Westminster Review

The Westminster's general approach to culture in its early years is directly
related to this position and to its understandable tendency to identify the
dominant culture as a culture of the landed classes. The idea of the patrician
‘man of taste’ was treated with contempt as a direct manifestation of snob-
bism and hollow claims to social distinction based on wealth and privilege.
While it was not opposed to literature and art per se, at times it came close
to sounding so and certainly downgraded literature in the hierarchy of know-
ledge, evaluating far above it those that its authors could more readily regard
as ‘useful’ In a critique of Washington Irving’s Tales of a Traveller of 1825, the
Westminster described the hereditary nobility as ‘a gang of about a hundred
and eighty families converting all the functions of government into means of
a provision for themselves and their dependents, and for that purpose steadily
upholding and promoting every species of abuse, and steadily opposing every

8 Marxist historiography has generally not been complimentary about Utilitarianism. For
Anderson and Nairn it was symptomatic of the British failure to generate what they saw
as a proper Enlightenment; Benthamism was only ‘a crippled parody’ of a ‘general theory
of society’ or ‘philosophical synthesis’ — Anderson 1992, p. 57.

9 Nesbitt 1934, Chapter 2.

10  Thomas 1979, p. 159.

11 Quoted in Nesbitt 1934, p. 79.
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attempt at political improvement’? They were ‘feeble, profligate and extravag-
ant’ persons, whose lack of proper employment and idleness drove them to
find release from ‘ennui’ in ‘war, gaming, or drunkenness’, and whose profligacy
led many of them into debt.!3 On a number of occasions in 1824-5 the West-
minster accused poets generally of an unfortunate propensity for sentimental
sympathy toward this class because of the appeal of the Age of Chivalry to the
imagination.

For the Westminster, the hereditary nobility was simply a parasitic class
fattening off the productive classes of society. Its view of the use of culture by
this class was equally stark: ‘There is a small class of readers in this country
who are Somebody, and there is a very large class who are Nobody'. This class
of somebodies depended for their wealth on an unjust system of taxation,
and further, ‘Besides this substantial privilege, and perhaps as a result of it,
the Somebodys have also assumed that of having a circle and taste exclusively
their own; of keeping at a distance any Nobody who dares approach; and at
the expense of the excluded class, indulging in all the pleasure of arrogance
and malignity: trampling with as much contempt on the necks, as it were, of
their pursuits, opinions, and wishes, as the Sovereign of Ashantee does on the
nape of his sable attendants’* These privileges were partly reproduced by what
the Westminster called elsewhere the ‘monastic system’ of education in the
Universities, an education that primarily inculcated habits of indolence and
vice.!5 It was unfashionable to develop the mind in the universities, and even
Greek and Latin, the main stuff of aristocratic education, were not pursued
‘to any extent. Literature was studied as a substitute for ‘useful inquiry’. Polite
Literature, and what are called the fine arts, dependent on ‘powers of the
imagination, were cultivated ‘at the expense and almost to the destruction of
the powers of judgment. Such literature, which avoided all serious matters,
provided no basis for the education of the nation’s leaders and its value was
overrated. The ‘man of taste’ ‘will assert that the reading of poetry is the
highest of human pleasures; and gravely maintain that twenty lines of Virgil
will assuage grief and alleviate the pangs of disappointment; he will lament
the slow progress of the fine arts in this country; will promote them by his
patronage; become life-director of some painting institution, and vote away by
thousands, money extorted from the indigent and laborious many, in order that

12 ‘Tales of a Traveler. By Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., Westminster Review, 2, 4 (April 1824), p. 339.

13 Ibid, p. 343.

14  Ibid, p. 335.

15  ‘Outlines of a Philosophical Education ... By George Jardine), Westminster Review, 4,7 (July
1825), pp. 152, 166.



BOURGEOIS CRITIQUES OF THE MONOPOLY OF TASTE 119

the opulent and idle few may visit gratuitously some thirty or forty pictures,
about which the mass of contributors are perfectly indifferent’!®¢ Statements
of this type effectively accepted the sociology of taste of eighteenth-century
criticism and social thought, but by denying that polite culture led to virtue and
enlightenment and refusing the hierarchical order of landed society as either
natural or desirable, the Philosophic Radicals turned its normative claims on
their head.

From the Westminster's perspective, the preoccupation with polite literature
was the ‘disease of the age’ — a judgment that becomes more understandable
in relation to the contemporary proliferation of reviews and magazines — and
distracted from consideration of its serious problems: ‘Literature is a seducer;
we had almost said a harlot. Commerce and progress were not built on literat-
ure, but on the natural sciences, and the sciences of politics, law, and political
economy.'” William Thomas has written of the Westminster’s ‘arrogant condes-
cension’ towards writers and the attitude of ‘literary puritanism’ that arose from
its insistence on judging literature by the principle of utility.'® However, these
qualities were the concomitants of its social insights and pungent effect. The
Westminster's cultural criticism should be seen not merely as a self-display of
the Philosophic Radicals’ Philistinism, but as an embryonic ideology critique
that had real political purchase in the context of 1820s Britain. In charging
that literature and art had an instrumental value as manifestations of sym-
bolic power it anticipated Bourdieu’s insight.!¥ It should also be noted that the
magazine was not totally dismissive of the values of literature and praised some
poets such as Thomas Moore very highly, while stressing that the principles of
imagination were inimical to those of reasoning and science.

The Philosophic Radicals’ onslaught on polite culture was directly linked
with their concern with education as a means of fostering social harmony by
teaching all orders of society where their rational interests lay. It was certainly
driven first and foremost by what Richard Johnson (following E.P. Thompson)
has called an impulse to ‘class cultural-control’ directed particularly at the
better off and more literate sectors of the working class, one part of which was
a concern to extirpate ‘indigenous working-class educational practices’2? But

16 ‘Tales of Traveler. By Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., p. 337.

17  ‘Outlines of Philosophical Education ... By George Jardine’, p. 166.

18  Thomas 1979, p. 162.

19  ‘On Symbolic Power’, in Bourdieu 1992, pp. 163—70.

20  Johnson 1976, pp. 49-50, 44. In a succession of important essays, Johnson has demon-
strated that the object of working-class education for reformers was primarily to incul-
cate norms of subservience and to replace working-class cultures of resistance with
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it was also directed against what was perceived as the obsolete polite culture
of the landed classes, which diverted them from more useful pursuits: ‘The
real happiness of men, of the mass, not of the few, depends on the knowledge
of things, not on that of words’2! However, Bentham’s followers did see some
value in the arts, and in 1827 the Westminster took up and developed an idea
that had been expressed before and which was to be used in the 1830s by
the parliamentary radicals active in the Select Committee on the Arts and
Manufactures, namely that a better taste needed to be inculcated among the
labouring population so that handicraft goods would be improved in quality
and compete more effectively with those of France. The Westminster argued
that all arts and crafts, indeed all labour skills, had an intellectual element,
and therefore working people needed a sound general education to achieve
the best results. If French workpeople surpassed those of Britain in producing
pottery, carpets, printed cottons and metalwork, this was because their taste
was more refined; they had received an ‘insensible education’ through the
‘abundance and cheapness of prints, a public exposure of statues, and an
universal reading of their own best writers. This education also made them
more honest and law-abiding because it diverted them from ‘those brutal and
coarse amusements which are the acknowledged disgrace of our populace’;?2a
strikingly anti-nationalist position in the context of the British newspaper and
periodical press of the period, which was always prone to see the French people
as bloodthirsty Jacobins.

The demands of trade and social order required state action. The state
should provide art education, as component of general education, and this
outlay would be more than repaid by increasing competitiveness and a decline
in the cost of skilled labour. Thus the interests of the bourgeoisie were seen
to demand an extension of artistic education to the lower orders, a thing
regarded as unnecessary and undesirable in eighteenth-century philosophical
criticism, which frequently remarked that because the lower orders did not
have the opportunity to develop their taste, they remained contented with the
aesthetically deprived condition that nature and god had foreordained. The

middle-class morals and patterns of behavior. See Johnson 1970; Johnson 1976; Johnson
1979.

21 ‘Outlines of Philosophical Education ... By George Jardine, p. 166. For the ideological
implications of this emphasis on facticity in the thinking of bourgeois educational
reformers in the early nineteenth century, see Shapin and Barnes 1976.

22 ‘Library of Useful Knowledge, Westminster Review, 7, 4 (April 1827), pp. 284-5. The Library
of Useful Knowledge, the object of this review, was the pet child of Henry Brougham — see
Aspinall 1927, pp. 231-3.
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Westminster specifically refuted the idea that the nurturing of taste among the
labouring classes would make them discontented with their lot; rather, it would
make them more biddable and respectable.?3

George Nesbitt, in his study of the Westminster Review, noted a distinct
change in the magazine’s position on literature signalled particularly by
Bowring's review of Tennyson’s Poems, Chiefly Lyrical of January 1831. Bowring
argued that the ‘law of progression’ should operate in poetry as in the sciences
and that progress in ‘the real science of mind’ could lead to new advances in
poetry; ‘the machinery of a poem is not less susceptible of improvement than
the machinery of a cotton-mill, for ‘the great principle of human improvement
is at work in poetry as everywhere else’. Poetry’s value as a disseminator of pat-
riotism, national feeling and character was now extolled on the basis of the
mechanistic conception of mental functions that the Utilitarians took from
association psychology. There was ‘nothing mysterious, or anomalous, in the
power of producing poetry, or in that of its enjoyment; neither the one nor the
other is a supernatural gift bestowed capriciously’. The great increase in the
‘ease, power, and utility’ with which states of mind could be analysed as a res-
ult of progress in ‘metaphysical science’ provided the poet with tools whereby
he could now achieve ‘greater truth and effect’ in his representation of human
action than his predecessors.2*

Such a position ran counter to Coleridge’s philosophy and conception of
poetry in almost every respect, yet in 1830 the Westminster had already retracted
its earlier position that poets are not reasoners and had published a very
favourable article on Coleridge, despite his reactionary politics.?® By this date
the coherence of the group around the Westminster had sharply declined as
result of internal squabbles, the scandal over the Greek loan in 1826, and the
ineffectual defence of its position in response to Macaulay’s critique in his three
Edinburgh Review articles of 1829.26 Perhaps because of a growing uncertainty
of direction, the Westminster showed an increasing readiness to co-opt progress
in the arts to the general argument on the progressive character of the age; but
this also matches with the tendency of bourgeois texts on culture in the 1830s,
which suggests that larger factors were at work.

23 ‘Library of Useful Knowledge’, pp. 2789, 284, 285-6.

24  Nesbitt1934, pp. 151-60.

25 ‘The Poetical Works of S.T. Coleridge’, Westminster Review, 12, 23 (January 1830), pp. 1-31.
26 Nesbitt 1934, pp. 130 ff. On the Greek Loan, see also Thomas 1979, pp. 163—7.
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Two Middle Class Tracts on the Arts from the Early 1830s

Given the downgrading of literary and artistic culture in Utilitarian thought it
is not surprising that the bourgeois intelligentsia of the early nineteenth cen-
tury did not generate systematic treatises on the arts comparable with those of
philosophical criticism. Such production could have been considered superflu-
ous since the aesthetics of Alison and Knight relied on essentially the same psy-
chology and epistemology as Utilitarianism and already provided consistent
explanations of aesthetic functions, whatever their implicit or explicit accept-
ance of a social hierarchy dominated by the landed classes. The publication of
such treatises seems to have come to an end with the contributions of Jeffrey
and Stewart, and speculation now took the form of review articles in period-
ical literature, which with the advent of the Edinburgh Review in 1802 began
to offer more space for extended reflections; Jeffrey’s essays are symptomatic
in this respect.?” Reflecting both the increased leisure time and affluence of
bourgeois groups in an expanding urban capitalist society, periodical literature
developed into one of the most important literary forms of the early nineteenth
century.

Outside of the periodical press the position of bourgeois class interest in the
cultural field was advanced through the pamphlets and books of an assorted
collection of littérateurs, artists, and parliamentary radicals in the 1830s and
1840s. In relation to the visual arts, bourgeois interests were given political
focus in the Parliamentary Select Committee on the Arts and Manufactures
of 1835-6,28 attacks on the Royal Academy, a campaign to get art galleries and
monuments opened to the public free of charge, and moves that led to the
setting up of the Normal School of Design.

Consistent with the increasing autonomy of the cultural field, there seems to
have been a kind of two-way traffic between the political representatives of the
bourgeoisie and elements in the intelligentsia anxious to identify their interests
with those of a rising class. In the early 1830s two liberal intellectuals published
texts that linked the well-being of the arts and sciences with the advancement
of the bourgeoisie in the largest terms, James Millingen’s Sorme Remarks on the
State of Learning and the Fine Arts in Great Britain (1831) and Richard Henry
Horne'’s Exposition of the False Medium and Barriers Excluding Men of Genius
from the Public (1833). The fact that these were published in the years around
the Parliamentary Reform Act can hardly be coincidental. Although the bases

27  For the Edinburgh Review, see Clive 1975; Fontana 198s5.
28  On which, see Gretton 1998.
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of their critique and the solutions they proposed were somewhat different,
both texts argued that aristocratic government was directly hostile to science,
learning, and the arts,

Millingen (1774-1845), the son of a Dutch merchant, grew up in England and
was educated at Westminster School, before his family immigrated to France
in 1790. After some employment in banking, he settled in Italy, becoming a
prominent antiquarian through his work on coins, medals, and Etruscan vases.
A member of learned societies in Britain, France, and elsewhere, his interest in
public policy on the arts in Britain seems directly related to his own situation:
‘When Science does not constitute a distinct profession, it can never attain any
great degree of eminence’2® Some Remarks begins by critiquing the idea, said
to have been gaining ground in Britain, that the state had no duty towards or
interest in encouragement of the arts and sciences, which should be treated like
other commodities and left to find their ‘natural’ price in the market. On the
contrary, Millingen argued, many objects of public utility can only be achieved
through political actions in the common interest. Every other state in Europe
had established literary and scientific institutions; the decline of science and
literature in the United Kingdom was down to the misconceived and deliberate
policy of a corrupt aristocratic regime that ‘seems to have been influenced by
the principle that the bulk of mankind can only be governed by the suppression
and debasement of their intellectual faculties, and that the institutions of civil
life rest for their support on the ignorance of the greatest part of those who
live under them'3° These were the principles of the party that had run the
state for the previous half century. We might expect a laissez-faire attitude
to cultural production to be the dream child of bourgeois Philistinism; but
Millingen associated it with an aristocratic faction.

Using the language of liberal critiques of aristocratic corruption developed
during the Anglo-French Wars, Millingen argued that ‘in modern Aristocracies,
this contempt of Learning is encreased (sic) by the prejudice of the Feudal
times, which considered every profession, except the sword, as derogatory to
the rank or dignity of that class’ In Britain, where an ‘Aristocratic faction’ had
undermined the constitution and acquired ‘supreme power’ in the state, ‘a man
whose profession is learning, is esteemed by the great in no other light than as
a helot or serf’3! In other European nations men of learning are honoured and
rewarded; in Britain only the military is.

29  Millingen 1831, p. 12. Information on Millingen’s life is from ‘Millingen, James’, Dictionary
of National Biography, London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 1885-1900.

30  Millingen 183y, p. 2. Cf. p. 72.

31 Millingen 183y, p. 4.



124 CHAPTER 3

Millingen proceeded to criticise the inadequacies of the universities, the
provision of museums and libraries, and the constitution of British learned
societies. The only learned body for which he had any respect was the Royal
Academy, which owed nothing to the British government, a government that
refused encouragement to the Fine Arts, and actually impeded them through
its fiscal policies. The parsimony of the British state contrasted with the gener-
osity of the French.32 The refusal of Pitt and Greville to finance Lord Elgin’s
expedition to Greece in 1799 was symptomatic of their ‘systematic hostility
against intellectual improvement’ Under the Tory administrations of the war
years, the ‘system of corruption’ developed to such an extent that it destroyed
‘the love of liberty and every generous sentiment, replacing them with
‘extremes of either servility or licentiousness’ — in effect a return to the culture
of clientage that John Brewer has argued was so oppressive to the middling
sort in the eighteenth century.33 The spirit of the age in British society was a
pervasive selfishness combined with ‘general skepticism’ and the sacrifice of
principle to expediency, tendencies that had infected the church and corrup-
ted the press.3* The remedy lay in the spread of learning, which would promote
religion and help refine the lower orders, who educational reformers of the
period regarded as alarmingly irreligious. As evidence Millingen claimed that
crime was less in France than in Britain and did not require such sanguinary
laws to enforce it because French learned institutions had inculcated a greater
respect for property.3> The contemporary movement to reform the British con-
stitution led him to hope for kindred reforms in the cultural sphere through the
establishment of proper institutions of learning.

While advocating a similar remedy to Millingen’s Some Thoughts, Horne’s
Exposition is very different in tone and style from that text; its style might
be described as an exuberant Hazlittism. The son of an army quartermaster,
educated at Dr John Clark’s School in Enfield, Horne was the pattern of a
romantic adventurer, serving in the Mexican Navy in 1825 and traveling in the
United States and Canada before settling in London in 1828—9. He became a
devotee of Hazlitt — although he never met him — and with Charles Wells put
up the writer’s tombstone. His London circle of acquaintances included writers,
philosophers, economists, politicians, and scientists; among whom were the
ardent Benthamite Dr Southwood Smith, the Reverend Dionysius Larcher, and
Dr Leonhard Schmitz (all members of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful

32 Millingen 183y, pp. 13, 481f.

33 Millingen 1831, pp. 72—3. Brewer 1980, pp. 345-8.
34  Millingen 183y, p. 78.

35  Millingen 183y, p. 70.
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Knowledge) and radicals such as the Unitarian Minister and Anti-Corn Law
League spokesman, WJ. Fox, and the republican engraver, WJ. Linton.26 Horne
published a long poem in the Athenaeum in 1828, but his first book was the
Exposition, which spoke enough to the mood of the times as to go through two
editions. Confirmation of the radicalism of Horne’s politics is provided by his
second book, Spirit of the Peers and People: A National Tragi-Comedy (1834), a
burlesque in prose and blank verse, which represents the oppression of the
English people by the crown, nobility, and church, with the Duke of Wellington
playing chief villain and William 1v as his puppet.3”

The Exposition is a wide-ranging work in which the argument extends to
poets, philosophers, ‘authors in general, dramatists, composers, performers,
actors, singers, novelists, painters and sculptors, and men of science. Under
the heading ‘Statement of Facts), the first part of the text deals with the cir-
cumstances of ‘men of genius’ of these different types. Drawing on Hazlitt’s
writings and a broader vein of Romantic theory, Horne affirms a category of
true genius that is quite different from ordinary persons and difficult for the
latter to understand.38 For this reason, genius inevitably meets with disappoint-
ment and suffering, indeed, a ‘common stone meets with more ready patronage
than a man of genius, whose fate is to be ‘driven through the inhospitable
desert of mortality, or tossed upon its bleak and stormy seas’, finding a haven
only in posterity.39

Such has been the lot of genius since the times of Homer, and it might seem
that its situation is therefore pretty hopeless. However, in the second part of the
book, ‘Exposition of Causes, Horne identifies a number of barriers that keep
men of genius from the public, such as publishers’ readers, theatre managers,
Royal Academicians, and so on. The problem is that ‘it requires genius to
discover genius: there must be, in some respects, an equality in kind, though
not in degree, fully or even rightly to appreciate original works of truth and
power’. Average professional critics are influenced in their judgments by ‘the
verbal mould, style, and mannerisms, rather than the only true evidence, which
is the spiritual’#® Hence Napoleon was the greatest patron of genius and art
ever, because his genius matched that of those he supported.*! The remedy that
Horne offers in the final part of the book hardly seems to meet the demands of

36  Pearl 1960, pp. 20—4.

37 Pearl 1960, pp. 20, 27—9.
38 Horne 1833, p. 252.

39 Horne 1833, p. 1.

40 Horne 1833, pp. 105, 107-8.
41 Horne 1833, pp. m-12.
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the situation; it was the setting up of a Society of English Literature and Art
for the encouragement and support of men of superior ability, ‘a regular final
college’ It was hardly surprising no such society had been established under
the last reign, when government had squandered its resources on enormous
salaries, sinecures, and pensions ‘to individuals of no capability or merit’; but
under the new regime inaugurated by the Parliamentary Reform Act, such a
plan should be favoured by both Houses and receive support from government
funds.*?

The unalloyed progressivism that Horne shared with the decidedly ascetic
proponents of Philosophic Radicalism, sits a little uncomfortably with his
ardent veneration for intellectual and artistic genius. At the end of a chapter
on ‘Private and Public Judgment, in which he called for enlightened and com-
prehensible criticism, Horne wrote: ‘We shall here conclude by pointing to the
advancing March of Intellect, whose advent is hailed with admiration, with
gladness, and with sun-ward hope! By all who love to know that mankind
are bursting the last links of the earth-grinding chain of wide-spread despot-
ism, and to behold ignorance propelled like a retiring sea, before a prophetic
voice; — bearing upon its surface far away, the tossing wrecks of the countless
rich insignia and cabalistic charters of slavery and intolerant selfishness’43 In
this vision of the irresistible advance of Enlightenment and democracy, the
flourishing of the arts and sciences is linked with a radical house-cleaning of
the aristocratic political order (which the 1832 Parliamentary Reform Act did
not bring) but the relationship between this progress and the socio-economic
scheme of things remains unspoken. This is a transformation at the level of the
ideal, the fantasy of the middle-class professional in their uncomfortable rela-
tion to the economic and social power of bourgeoisie.

Horne’s critique of contemporary painting built on criticisms developed in
the liberal press in the early nineteenth century. As exemplified by the Royal
Academy’s exhibitions, the English School had attained a level of mechanical
excellence but displayed no imagination; a condition exemplified by the suc-
cess of the ‘all-admired’ Sir Thomas Lawrence and his followers. The ‘elegance
of style’ characteristic of this ‘polite taste’ had rendered the public ‘too effem-
inate’ to endure the higher works of art, attempts to produce which — Horne
was presumably thinking of Barry and Haydon — only lead to penury for their
practitioners. The ‘facsimiles’ of ‘bloated personal vanity’, ‘destitute of all real
beauty, energy, expression, or fine character’ that comprise the bulk of the dis-

42 Horne 1833, p. 297.
43 Horne 1833, p. 273.
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play at Somerset House are ‘the signs of the times!” The Academy’s exhibitions
have justly been surpassed in popularity by those of the Society of Painters in
Water-Colours. Considering the insistently male character of genius in Horne’s
book this is an unexpected conclusion, since watercolour was widely viewed as
a less manly medium than oil painting.#4

Picking up an argument that the painter George Foggo had recently made in
an article in the New Monthly Magazine, whose precedence he acknowledged,
Horne denounced the Royal Academy as a monopoly run by a private interest.*>
The Academy’s type of education destroyed the energy of rising genius; but
the march of progress would sweep the body away: ‘The Royal Academy is
a pompous body of pretensions that confute themselves. The public can no
longer be deceived, and will not be fooled; the measure of monopoly is full, and
indignation must at last speak out’#% As an institution the Academy was of no
value to the nation; and it was of no value either to the Academicians, or at least,
to those worthy of that rank. Horne’s stance was very much in tune with that
of a group of Parliamentary radicals that had emerged in the early 1830s, led
by the M.P. for Liverpool, William Ewart,*” which had a keen concern with art
education as an instrument for improving the design of British manufactures
to make them more competitive with those of France. As we have seen, design
education had been one of the concerns of the Westminster Review in the mid-
1820s, and the London Mechanics’ Institute, founded in 1824, had held various
drawing classes, as did some of those set up in the industrial regions.*® The
Parliamentary group, which also included Henry Brougham and Joseph Hume,
was inevitably predisposed to be critical of the Royal Academy, as a body that
manifestly failed to provide any education in the sphere of the decorative arts,
and that under the cover of royal patronage made specious claims to be a public
institution. The self-elected nature of the Academy, the invidious distinction
of academic rank, the notorious secretiveness of its proceedings, its reputation

44 Horne 1833, pp. 75—80.

45  Accusations of this type against the Academy went back to its beginnings, which, as David
Solkin has shown, sparked a controversy that was inextricably enmeshed with the Wilkes
affair. See Solkin 1993, pp. 259—68. More recently Holger Hoock has argued for the role of
the Academy as an instrumentality of the late Hanoverian state — see Hoock 2003.

46 Horne 1833, p. 224.

47  The coherence of this grouping should not be overestimated. W.A. Munford — Ewart’s
biographer — has written of them that they were not a party, ‘not even a tolerably organized
group. They had no common policy and no common meeting place outside the House'.
They also had no recognised leader. See Munford 1960, pp. 72-3.

48  Bell1963, pp. 48-9, 64-5.
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for infighting, the shortcomings of its exhibitions and complaints of partiality
and injustice levelled against them, all made it easy for the institution to be
represented as a corrupt, monopolistic, aristocratic body.

The House of Commons Select Committee on the Arts and Their
Connection with Manufactures and Its Aftermath

The movement to establish an academy in the mid-eighteenth century had
generated schemes that projected an institution to offer training in the decor-
ative arts; there was also the example of ].J. Bachelier’s industrial school, estab-
lished in Paris in 1762. In Britain it was clearly deliberate policy on the part of
the fledgling academicians to exclude the decorative arts from the Academy’s
membership and curriculum as too menial, hence the demeaning status allot-
ted to engravers as Associates only.*° Reynolds’s statement in his first Discourse
that a taste in manufactures could not be formed by an academy founded on
mercantile principles, but that progress in the higher arts would foster taste in
the lesser arts, seems highly pointed. The strategy of exclusion was presumably
related to the goal of professionalisation, the determination to establish paint-
ing as a liberal as opposed to a manual art, and the increasing autonomy of the
intellectual field.>° The idea that commerce and manufactures would benefit
from progress in the Fine Arts was used by the founders of the British Insti-
tution in 1805, who claimed the body had as its ‘primary object’ ‘to encourage
and reward the talents of the Artists of the United Kingdom; so as to improve
and extend our manufactures, by that degree of taste and excellence of design,
which are to be exclusively derived from the cultivation of the Fine Arts; and
thereby to increase the general prosperity and resources of the Empire’>! In
1809, the short-lived journal The Artist printed a statement by the Directors of
the British Institution soliciting governmental support for annual prizes, and
affirming their conviction ‘that not only the civilization and refinement of a
people, but also their manufactures and resources, in a great degree, depend
on the progress of the Fine Arts’; this was because the skill of those ‘inferior
artists’ employed in industry must depend on the excellence of the example
provided by artists working in the ‘higher departments’>?> However ungroun-
ded the ‘conviction’ of the Governors may have been in concrete evidence, it

49  On these exclusions, see Solkin 1993, p. 266.

50  Bell1963, pp. 21-7; Reynolds 1975, p. 3.

51  Quoted in Fullerton 1982, p. 61.

52 ‘The Second Series Concluded’, The Artist, 2 (1809), pp. 417—22. In the presentation of
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continued to have considerable influence and helped determine the early form
taken by education in the decorative arts in Britain, which centred round draw-
ing skills.

It is probable that at least two considerations influenced the gentry and
aristocrats who dominated the British Institution in formulating this view, both
of which may be seen as ways of maintaining patrician hegemony in the arts.
The first was the need to justify patronage of a type and standard of art that
they believed was necessary to dignify the nation’s culture in the face of a
rising tide of commercialism that seemed to threaten traditional standards in
the fine and decorative arts alike. The second was the hope that the calibre of
national taste in manufactures could be raised through example and education.
In this connection, Payne Knight’s disdain for modern mass-produced goods
needs to be remembered, as does Thomas Hope’s advocacy of a national system
of drawing instruction for all youths of ‘ingenuous birth’5® Hope was on the
original committee of the British Institution, and Knight quickly joined it. For
both, the model of taste in the arts and of the social diffusion of that taste was
provided by Ancient Greece.

The idea that the design of manufactures could be improved by reflections
form the ‘higher departments’ was sedulously propagated by some proponents
of high art, most notably by the journalist William Paulet Carey. Trevor Fawcett
has shown that the idea had some take up in the provinces and was one motiv-
ation in the setting up of art schools in major urban centres outside the metro-
polis.>* It also provided a central theme of the Report of the House of Commons
Select Committee on the Arts and their Connection with Manufactures, set up
at Ewart’s instigation, which sat in 1835-6; although some witnesses explicitly
refuted it in their evidence.?® The Report’s ‘Introduction’ begins by lamenting
the lack of encouragement given to the arts of design in Britain, and drew an

its mission, the British Institution moved between claiming for the Fine Arts the noble
purpose of raising ‘the standard of morality and patriotism’ and asserting their value to
commerce. For the former, see the untitled remarks in the body’s exhibition catalogue for
1811; for the latter, see the ‘Draft of proposed application to the King for a fund for triennial
premiums’ in the Minute Books of the British Institution, entries for 19 and 26 January 1810
(Victoria and Albert Museum) — which provide the basis of the statement in The Artist.

53  Knight 1795, pp. 55-6; Thomas Hope, ‘On Instruction in design, and the Requisite Quali-
fications for judging Works of Art) The Artist, 1, no. 8 (2 May 1807), p. 5.

54 Fawcett 1973, pp. 39-52.

55  For Ewart and the Select Committee, see Munford 1960, pp. 76—-84. Although Ewart came
from a Liverpool merchant family, he had attended Eton and Oxford, was a gifted Latinist,
and enjoyed an extensive Grand Tour in 1821-3.
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unfavourable comparison between the nation and some ‘despotic countries)
by which its authors presumably meant some of the German states: ‘To us,
a peculiarly manufacturing nation, the connexion between art and manufac-
tures is most important; — and for this merely economical reason (were there
no higher motive), it equally imports us to encourage art in its loftier attrib-
utes: since it is admitted that the cultivation of the more exalted branches of
design tends to advance the humblest pursuits of industry, while the connex-
ion of art with manufacture has often developed the genius of the greatest
masters in design’>¢ The developments of the arts and manufactures thus coex-
ist in a happy and mutually beneficial relationship, at least if we accept the
universal consensus implied by ‘since it is admitted’, which brooks no disagree-
ment.

Considering that the Committee had been established at the instigation of
bourgeois radicals and that its line of inquiry was clearly dominated by them,
this conclusion is not surprising. Neither is the hostility that several witnesses
expressed towards the Royal Academy, which the line of questioning was cal-
culated to draw out. (Ewart regarded the Academy as an offensive monopoly,
an opposition that was sharpened by the fact that it was to be given space in
the new National Gallery building rent free).57 Such witnesses clearly recog-
nised that they could gain the Committee’s ear by appeals to political economy
and democratic principles. The Neo-Classical sculptor and politician George
Rennie — who had suggested the idea of the Committee to Ewart in the first
place — pointed out that the French economist Jean Baptiste Say had doubted
the utility of academies in his Cours complete d’économie politique.58 The land-
scape painter T.C. Hofland — a founder member of the Society of British Artists,
set up in 1823 as a rival exhibition site — also attacked the Academy and called
for free trade in art.>® While the history painter and print-maker George Foggo,
after referring to Adam Smith, suggested that artists’ grievances would be met
if the arts were to have ‘the same system of free trade that every other depart-
ment of industry is allowed to follow’6? Haydon sought to appeal more to the
Committee’s political predilections, at least by analogy: ‘In fact, the academy
is the House of Lords without King or Commons for appeal. The artists are
at the mercy of a despotism whose unlimited power tends to destroy all feel-

56 House of Commons 1836, Part 1, p. iii.

57  Munford 1960, p. 76.

58 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, p. 56. For Rennie, see ‘Rennie, George (1802-1860)),
Dictionary of National Biography (London: Smith, Elder & Co. 1885-1900).

59 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, pp. 105-7.

60 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, p. 122.



BOURGEOIS CRITIQUES OF THE MONOPOLY OF TASTE 131

ing for right or justice’®! While the architect C.R. Cockerell found the taint of
aristocracy in the handling of architectural commissions in which the ‘aristo-
cratical principle of our government has been especially illustrated’, with the
consequence that ‘patronage and the opinions of persons in authority’ have
prevailed ‘in a great measure over public opinion and merit’62

The representatives of the Academy, and particularly its President, Mar-
tin Archer Shee, played into the Committee’s hands by an unabashed display
of arrogance. When asked about the relevance of political economy for the
arts, Shee flatly denied that art and trade were to be in any way equated. Fur-
ther, the public was ignorant and incompetent to judge art to an extraordinary
degree. Even those from the ‘enlightened class of society’ were incompetent;
artists alone were fitted to decide who should or should not receive academic
honours.6® The Committee remained convinced of the beneficence of Smith’s
‘invisible hand’ in the arts as elsewhere in the economy, for ‘it seems probable
that the principle of free competition in art (as in commerce) will eventually
triumph over all artificial institutions’5* But laissez faire in matters of produc-
tion and exchange needed to be backed up by the provision of public galleries,
wider art educations, and some forms of state encouragement.

I have already mentioned the historical painter and lithographer George
Foggo (1793—1869) as a witness before the Select Committee; he was also one of
the most inveterate campaigners against the Academy in this period. His father,
a Fifeshire watchmaker, was an ardent republican and extremely active in the
campaign against African slavery, who immigrated to France in 1799 hoping to
find there a more sympathetic political climate. George and his brother James
Foggo (1789-1860) studied in Paris with the Neo-Classical republican painter
Jean-Baptiste Regnault. After the brothers returned to Britain in the late 1810s,
they set up a studio together in London and worked to advance the cause of
public history painting on the French model with a massive painting sixteen
feet by twenty-six on the theme of the Destruction of Parga.%®

61 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, p. 89.

62 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, p. 188.

63 House of Commons 1836, Part 2, pp. 162, 164—5.

64 House of Commons 1836, Part 1, p. viii.

65  ‘Foggo, George’ and ‘Foggo, James), in Dictionary of National Biography (London: Smith,
Elder & Co., 1885-1900). For the Destruction of Parga, see ‘Exhibition of Messrs. J. &
G. Foggo’s Historical Painting of the Destruction of Parga, 23 New Bond Street, Weekly
Literary Register and Review of the Arts, vol. 1, no. 3 (20 July 1822). The painting does not
seem to have survived but a lithograph of it, dated to 1819, is in the British Museum Print

Room (1842, 0319.14). Four thousand Greeks of the free city of Parga evacuated to Corfu in
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In 1833 George Foggo published a long letter, ‘The Royal Academy Exposed,
From Authentic Documents and Undoubted Facts) in the New Monthly Mag-
azine, which argued that the current Parliamentary Committee on corporate
bodies seemed to aim at ‘the very root of monopoly — the great engine of
injustice), but unfortunately did not extend its inquiries to some of the more
injurious institutions based on invidious distinctions. The Royal Academy was
one such, since ‘it is manifest that the Prince, his Ministers, nay, the Parliament
itself have lent their power to a body of men who have no legally corporate
existence, though through the supineness of others of equal talent with them-
selves, and countenanced by authority, they exercise unlimited control over
the fine arts of this country’.66 In fact, the Academy had done little to pro-
mote and much to hinder the arts, since its members tried to create a ‘universal
subserviency to their dictation and interest. Foggo particularly lamented the
inadequacies of academic education, the mismanagement of the annual exhib-
itions, the privileges of Varnishing Days, prejudices against historical painting,
the Academicians’ role in Customs inspections of imported works of art, and
their sorry record in promoting public monuments. The Academy had no bet-
ter claims to consideration as a public body than the Society of British Artists or
the Society of Painters in Water-Colours; thus it was outrageous that it should
be rehoused in the new National Gallery. Foggo recast the longstanding griev-
ances of excluded artists in the language of liberal politics, and complained
rhetorically, ‘Surely this is not to continue; the first building ever erected out
of the funds of a free people will not be made a disgrace to the administration
that procured us the Reform Bill — a lasting monument of vanity and degraded
art; nor will an uncontrolled self-elected body of men be longer permitted to
usurp our rights’67

Over the next few years Foggo became active in the campaign to extend and
reform art education, publishing two six-penny pamphlets on the theme and
acting as Secretary to the Committee to promote free public access to national
monuments, museums, and art galleries. His Letter to Lord Brougham, On the
History and Character of the Royal Academy (1835) was ostensibly occasioned
by the report that Brougham had described the Academy as an excellent insti-
tution at the annual dinner of the Artists’ General Benevolent Institution. The
pamphlet rehearsed the same complaints as the New Monthly Magazine article,

1819 as a consequence of the cession of Parga to the Ottoman Empire in 1817 by treaty with
Britain, which ruled it briefly after 1815.

66 Foggo 1833, p. 74

67 Foggo 1833, p. 82.
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and claimed that the Academy reduced artists to a state of dependency incom-
patible with the vocation of High Art. Clearly appealing to the prejudices of the
commercial and industrial interests with which Brougham was associated, he
asked, ‘Why should not the country be left to apply its own talent, free from the
interference of a monopoly? Then the manufactures would again profit by the
exertions of genius, as they once did in the days of Wedgewood and Helicot,
of Boydell and of Rundel; they would find their natural course; nor would it be
longer considered derogatory for artists to employ their talent in the improve-
ment of the mechanical production, or in the communication of that talent.
Foggo specifically connected the Academy with the corrupt state of the coun-
try in the pre-Reform era, and, since the nation had now been ‘much improved
and liberated), he called on Brougham, in the name of Reform and freedom, to
assist in ‘rending the fetters of genius), and bring the arts to the same level of
progress.®8 The basis of this stance was articulated more directly in Foggo’s 1837
pamphlet, Results of the Parliamentary Inquiry Relative to Arts and Manufac-
tures, occasioned by the influence of the Royal Academy on the setting up of the
Normal School of Design. In this he referred to the examples of Ancient Athens
and Renaissance Florence as proof that freedom was the ‘parent’ of commerce,
virtue, and the arts: ‘In either case a few years of commercial freedom gave life
and spirit to the arts, and in both the fall of genius followed close upon the
extinction of commerce and independence’.®

Like George Rennie and Frederick Hurlstone, Foggo was one of the artist
members of the committee formed to campaign for free admission to monu-
ments, museums, and galleries, which in 1837 also included Joseph Hume (the
chairman), William Ewart, Francis Place, Dr George Birkbeck,’® and Dr John
Bowring, and forty-three M.P.s. In the Report of the public meeting of this body,
held at Freemason’s Hall in May 1837, the most interesting speech is that of
Thomas Wyse, M.P. (1791-1862), a deeply cosmopolitan figure who came from
an Anglo-Irish landed family, supported a string of liberal causes, and was a
major player in the Catholic Association; he was also a tireless advocate of

68  Foggo183s, p.15. Brougham — a quintessentially careerist and opportunist politician — had
areputation for radicalism that far exceeded his actual views. In fact, he played a small role
in the passage of the Reform Bill and described himself in 1831 as by disposition ‘a very
moderate and very gradual reformer’. See Aspinall 1927, pp. 184, 190. This matches with
his highly instrumentalist conception of mass education as an ‘insurance against social
convulsion’ and his aversion to unions — Aspinall 1927, pp. 239, 250.

69  George Foggo, Results of the Parliamentary Inquiry Relative to Arts and Manufactures
(London:1837), p. 14.

70  For whom see Kelly 1957.
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popular education who influenced Lord John Russell’s 1839 Education Act.”!
Wyse had a profound interest in art and classical scholarship, nurtured by
extensive travels in Italy, Greece, and the Near East. His expertise made him
an obvious candidate to sit on the Select Committee on the Arts and Man-
ufactures in 1834 and he chaired the Parliamentary Select Committee on Art
Unions in 1844-6.72 At the May 1837 meeting Wyse complained that national
monuments and the exhibitions of the Royal Academy were not truly national
because they had been reserved for a class. He dismissed the imputation that
the English people were unfit to enjoy their monuments, and, like the Westmin-
ster Review in 1827, referred to the respectful behaviour of the French popu-
lace. In fact, it was not the English people but the English nobility that had a
reputation abroad for vandalism of works of art. Wyse emphasised the cog-
nitive insights offered by the works of Rembrandt, Raphael, and Michelan-
gelo, describing the artist as a public educator who should direct his works
to the whole nation: ‘I would not have the artist a mere trader or mechanic.
I would have him a creator, — an originator of ideas, a man who corrects
as well as a man who pleases. I conceive that he of all others ought to be
anxious for the awards of so mighty a judge as a whole nation’”3 Like the West-
minster Review’s appraisal of Brougham’s Library of Useful Knowledge, Wyse
argued that progress in the arts was part of a larger process of education that
would have great benefits for morality and public order. Invoking the author-
ity of Bentham, he claimed that the anxiety of ‘the people for improvement
in their moral and mental condition’ was the distinguishing feature of the
age.’*

Wyse’s conception of history and of the relationship of art and society are
set out clearly in a speech he gave to a gathering of artists at the Freemasons’
Tavern in December 1842. Here he insisted that art could not be left solely in the
hands of the great and wealthy, or at least not ‘without risk of perversion and
degradation’; this applies equally to an aristocracy as to a monarchy, since ‘the
arts that flourish are those which rise out of the feelings and taste of the great
body of the people; which reflect them, which appeal to them; which, in fact,
are no other than a more perfect exemplification of their intellectual and moral

71 Wyse is a fascinating and symptomatic individual, who deserves a modern biography. For
his work as an education reformer, see Auchmuty 1939, Chapter 10.

72 King 1964, pp. 116-19; King 1985, pp. 97-116.

73 Report of the Proceedings at a Public Meeting, Held at the Freemasons’ Hall, On the 29th of
May, to Promote the Admission of the Public without Charge ... (London, 1837), p. 22.

74  Report of the Proceedings at a Public Meeting, p. 24.



BOURGEOIS CRITIQUES OF THE MONOPOLY OF TASTE 135

being’?> History confirmed this judgment. For it was not individual patrons
such as Lorenzo de Medici who were responsible for the revival of letters, but
the institutions of church and state, and particularly the town councils of the
Italian city states; it was emphatically not the princes or the nobility. Echoing
a commonplace of Philosophic Radicalism, Wyse claimed that ‘the education
of the middle class renders inevitable the education of all above and below
them76 Their example would help to raise the lower orders and force the upper
class onwards, even against their will.””

There were grounds for optimism, Wyse averred, in the Government Schools
of Design, the Art Unions, the Mechanics’ Institutions, and particularly the
Houses of Parliament decorations.”® He looked forward to more decorations to
public buildings in future. However, there were still deficiencies in the present
state of aesthetic consciousness due to the lack of educational provision in the
schools and universities. By ignoring the plastic arts, the classical education of
which men of rank and fortune boasted left out one half of the classical mind.

British education compared unfavourably with that on mainland Europe,
and Wyse expressed the hope that other colleges and universities would follow
the example of London’s King’s College, which had established a chair of
aesthetics in emulation of German universities.”? The nation was rich and
powerful, but until it would contribute to the progress of the arts and literature
its civilisation was incomplete. Only by following the example of Germany in
the decoration of public buildings could art be got into ‘the eyes and hearts of
a people’ T trust the time is fast approaching’, Wyse wrote, ‘when, instead of
being a luxury, it will be considered a necessary, the enjoyment of which will
be as natural to man as his breathing; as essential to the full sustainment of his
intellectual and moral health as wholesome bodily food to his physical’.8°

This was not an egalitarian stance. Wyse’s biographer has written of him that
‘he had no real conception or anticipation of democracy as it is understood in a

75 ‘Speech by T. Wyse, Esq., M.P., to a meeting of artists at the Freemasons’ Tavern, 17 Decem-
ber 1842’, printed in Pye 1845, p. 180.

76 Pye 1845, p. 181

77  For Wyse’s concern with the degradation of the labourer, see Johnson 1976, p. 49.
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twentieth-century sense’8! Rather, he typifies the embourgeoisement of a frac-
tion of the landed class. A highly intellectual politician, he adopted progressive
ideas because he believed their development was inevitable and unstoppable.
His elitism is particularly clear from his 1836 text Education Reform: or, the
Necessity of a National System of Education, which conceded the right of the
aristocracy to lead the nation, but maintained it was a right it had to earn
by attaining superior knowledge.82 Widely read, Wyse knew the writings of
Schiller as well as those of the Scottish School. In line with the latter tradition,
he conceded that the progress of civilisation inevitably brought with it ‘vices
and abuses’: ‘The very arts which seem most to raise and embellish life, intro-
duce, also, in their train habits of effeminacy and self-indulgence. They create
new wants, which become, in turn, from servants, masters. They concentrate
the entire being within self, they render self-sacrifice, an absurdity, — duty, a
difficulty; they fix all enjoyments in the material world; they add to riches a
fictitious value, measured by the lowest passions of our nature’82 This ‘sensu-
alism’ finds a counterpart in the character of political economy, much moral
philosophy, and the narrowly utilitarian estimation of values. Further, the divi-
sion and subdivision of labour, physical and mental, tends to restrict the range
of experience. These tendencies can only be checked by a good general educa-
tion that embraces the intellectual, moral, and physical being of the individual.
Wyse particularly emphasised the importance of ‘Aesthetic’ education in pro-
moting the growth of the spiritual faculties.8+

But there was also a more instrumental aspect to Wyse’s argument for the
education of all classes. If labourers are instructed they will cease to be ‘pre-
sumptuous’ and ‘discontented’ and learn to understand the necessity of their
station being as it is. Education will meliorate the rub of social inequality, ‘con-
tinue to raise the other classes in proportion as you raise his, and you will
keep all society in its original relative position. The whole shell will swell out
simultaneously. There will be no jagged prominences. No one body will be elev-
ated into an unjust pre-eminence over others; but the entire mind, character,
resources, of the country will be enlarged’> More pointedly, universal edu-
cation is the great remedy against the horrors of unionism — those ‘dissocial
doctrines’ that strike at ‘the very framework of all society’ — and which arise

81 Auchmuty 1939, p. 77.

82  Wyse 1836, p. 354. The book was intended to have comprised two volumes, but only one
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because education is unevenly spread: ‘We see a crowd of squalid artisans press
round an inflammatory proclamation or a delusive placard in the street, and we
rail against Reading and Writing. We should rather regret, that when they had
been taught to read a placard, they had not also been taught the truths which
would have enabled them to detect a fallacy, and to laugh at an imposter!’#6
Universal education and access to a sacral realm of culture and edifying monu-
ments to national greatness will teach the working class that their true interests
are served by joyfully and patriotically accepting their lot in life. Wyse’s splut-
tering and splenetic denunciation of unionism, was the other face of bourgeois
liberalism. It shows that the concern to promote social harmony through edu-
cation and the arts was grounded as much in fear and class hatred as it was
in values of enlightenment. Art Galleries would be weapons against Owenism
and, to anticipate slightly, Chartism.

Positions similar to those of Wyse were advanced in Edward Edwards’s sub-
stantial book, The Fine Arts in England; their State and Prospects Considered
relatively to National Education (1840). The author, a prominent figure in the
public library movement, emerged in the 1830s as a pamphleteer addressing a
number of current liberal concerns: university education, the management of
museums, and reform of the Royal Academy. Born in 1812, the son of a London
builder and raised as a Dissenter, he has been characterised as representative of
a type of rising young man who had not been educated at university but at the
Mechanics’ Institutes.8” This may be so, but along the way he also acquired a
wide acquaintance with German and French literature and was sufficiently eru-
dite to compile a catalogue of French medals in 1837.88 It was out of the literary
and intellectual circle in which Edwards moved that the idea of the London Art
Union emerged in1837, and he was its Honorary Secretary until a financial scan-
dal forced his resignation in the following year. He was a close friend of Joseph
Hume and was involved with him in the Committee that led to the meeting at
the Freemasons’ Hall in 1837 to promote free access to monuments, museums
and galleries.9 In 1839 Edwards published privately a pamphlet titled A Letter
to Sir Martin Archer Shee ... on the Reform of the Royal Academy, which drew
strongly on evidence brought before the 1835-6 Parliamentary Select Commit-
tee. Superficially moderate in tone, Edwards was conciliatory towards Shee and
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declared he had no sympathy with those who wanted to abolish the Academy,
denying that the concept of trade was applicable to art. But the reforms he
proposed were radical. The Academy’s problem was that it united disparate
functions. To turn it into a truly national institution, it should become a strictly
honorary body and a school. Membership should be unlimited, the class of
associate abolished, and engravers admitted to full honours. To end the aca-
demicians’ undue influence in the display and marketing of art, the Academy
should be divested of its exhibition functions, which should be taken over by an
elected and renewable management body chosen by the artists.?0 These recom-
mendations were reiterated and developed in The Fine Arts in England of the
following year.

Edwards opened his book by asserting that the ‘rank’ of a nation is determ-
ined by its showing in the Fine Arts. However, his differs from earlier statements
of this kind in claiming that this does not just mean ‘the possession of distin-
guished professors in one or more of their branches’, rather, it means the extent
to which ‘the humanising influence of the arts’ is to be found in the population
as a whole.®! History shows that this is the general aim to which the arts are
to be applied. But to attain this end in the present age the government must
make certain interventions. Edwards argues eloquently that the great artistic
achievements of the past arose out of a collective idea motivated by a single
guiding principle. Thus the cathedrals of the Middle Ages ‘were exponents of a
new element in the onward march of civilization, and their builders went forth
in all the strength of men, whose lives were devoted to one great object, and
whose minds could grasp everything that tended to its attainment. Everywhere
the same ideas are impressed upon the visible forms of Art, — religious feel-
ing, — resistance to the oppressions of decaying feudalism, have their types and
emblems in the simple habitation of the citizen, as well as in the cathedral and
the public hall’2 The idea that the guiding spirit of artistic achievement must
not be isolated among artists or an elite but must pervade society is also expli-
cit. Thus, in fourteenth-century Italy too ‘the product and progress of art were
felt to be of universal interest, greater or less in degree, indeed, but without dis-
tinction of rank or class’. The arts can never attain the first rank of achievement
if they minster only to luxury.%3

While Edwards’s predictable attachment to laissez-faire economics leads
him to insist that he had ‘no love for the forcing system, either in knowledge

go  Edwards1839.
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92  Edwards 1840, pp. 30-1.
93  Edwards 1840, pp. 32-3.
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or commerce, he argued nonetheless that the state had a ‘natural office’ to
intervene in the preparatory training of artists.®* In modern Britain the pre-
dominant impulse of art was to connect itself with commerce, and here the
government should take as its ‘primary duty’ to ‘clear away obstructions, and
watch that artists and men of letters, no less than merchant, have a clear field
of competition’®> But while laissez faire remained the guiding principle, the
state should provide direct encouragement by offering opportunities for useful
and necessary public works. It should also provide direct encouragement by
funding a sufficient number of museums and art galleries and making a ‘truly
qualitative education within the reach of all. However, there are limits to state
interventionism in this model. Although Edwards thought existing educational
provision compared unfavourably with that in some other European nations,
he did not envisage compulsory state education; rather the desire for educa-
tion should be encouraged by making rights and franchises dependent on it.
The gaps in provision by existing voluntary agencies would be plugged by state
provision and standards maintained by a national inspectorate.¢ The specific
needs of the arts would be met through the foundation of Schools of Design
and a reformed Royal Academy with a state subsidy.

Edwards reiterated the commonplace that continued support for the ‘higher
branches’ of the arts was partly justified by their commercial benefits; indeed
the ‘highest commercial interest of England ... demands the liberal employ-
ment of the arts for public and national purposes’ since an improved taste in
design is necessary if the nation’s goods are to compete in the international
market.%” However, he gave far more weight to the claim that the arts contribute
to the ‘worthiest objects of good government, namely: ‘RELIGION — CIVILIZA-
TION — SOCIAL ORDER.%8 Experience showed that nothing was more danger-
ous to a community than excessive individual magnificence among the upper
classes, unaccompanied by any melioration of the lot of the poor. This posi-
tion is reminiscent of that of Payne Knight and the Foxite Whigs in the 1790s,
alarmed at the threat to property rights conjured up by the French Revolu-
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tion. For Edwards, dread of unionism superseded that of Jacobinism. But as
a patrician Knight simply could not envisage that the bourgeoisie — let alone
the labouring classes — would ever develop any significant aesthetic sensibility
except in rare isolated instances. Such a possibility did not lie in the natural
order of things. By contrast, Edwards, a middle-class democrat, could ask rhet-
orically how ‘we’ should judge a government like that of the present that mani-
festly failed in its duties in a time of crisis, when the means were to hand that
offered themselves as ‘the readiest and most powerful to enable al/ to gratify,
in some degree, that love of the Beautiful and Magnificent, which is natural to
all men, and that were at the same time ‘the means most powerful to dispel
that very ignorance of the many, which, when opposed to the isolated splend-
our of the few, has heretofore given to envy and discontent all their destructive
strength’9% The answer was self-evident.

Although Edwards’s plea for the dissemination of aesthetic culture reads
in part as a statement of class interest, there was also a moment of romantic
anxiety in thinking — as there was in Wyse’s — that the unrestrained pursuit
of individual self-interest and the dominance of calculative reason that were
concomitants of capitalist development were impoverishing social life. State
intervention was necessary to ensure the continued exercise of the whole range
of human faculties, since ‘Everywhere we see triumphant the faculty of means
to ends which are themselves menial. Everywhere man’s dominion over brute
matter is rapidly extending itself, but often at a cost, which, for the time, is
indeed fearful. As the struggle of daily existence becomes keener, and occupies
thought and action more and more engrossingly, it surely becomes of gravest
importance to make every possible provision for those highest faculties — the
Sovran REASON — the IMAGINATION — the SOUL'190 It comes as no surprise to
find that in 1848 Edwards refused to be sworn in as a special constable in case
of an attack on the British Museum, where he then worked. He was outraged
by the ‘disgraceful proclamations’ against the Chartists and determined to sign
the petition for the Charter.1o!

We have obviously moved a long way from the patrician conception of the
arts as functioning to preserve the elite from the corruption and licentiousness
concomitant with idleness and to inculcate the virtues of rulers. Radical intel-
lectuals such as Bowring saw that polite culture needed to be refashioned to
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give it a democratic face and re-functioned to advance bourgeois standing, to
represent the bourgeois interest ‘as the common interest of all the members of
society’, to give bourgeois ideas ‘the form of universality, and represent them
as the only rational, universally valid ones’192 Art would now have a far lar-
ger public and educative function: to teach national values, national history,
civic virtue, and morality to all classes of society, while giving pleasure to all.
However, this remains a vision that restricts production of art to a special caste
of makers who are ‘direct and efficient co-agents’!93 in Edwards’s words, in pre-
serving the bourgeois social order. It remains a vision in which the mass of the
population will not decide their own aesthetic fare but will eat that ordained for
them by a paternalistic state. Despite political differences, Wyse and Edwards
shared an essentially hierarchical conception of culture as an implement in a
larger strategy to civilise subaltern groups; the arts would effectively function as
implements of class-cultural control. At the same time as they were formulat-
ing this vision, much blunter means of managing the working class were being
setin place through police legislation and the Poor Law Amendment Acts of the
1830s and 1840s. But the campaign to claim high culture for the bourgeoisie was
double edged. At the same time as it sought to prescribe culture to the work-
ing class, it sought to seize it from the aristocracy in the name of the nation.
Behind all the rhetoric of ending the cultural monopoly claimed by one form
of property, was the ambition to erect another in which it would appear as if
property played no role.

Coda: Towards a Proletarian Critique

Class politics entails class consciousness. In the early nineteenth century a
substantial element within the British bourgeoisie began to act as a class polit-
ically because they had the ideological resources to think as a class; they had
a bourgeois ideology.!%4 The researches of E.P. Thompson, John Foster, and
others have demonstrated that in the same period elements within the work-

102 Marx and Engels 1974, pp. 65-6.

103 Edwards 1840, p.193.

104 This essay was written at the time of a profound rethinking of British working-class
history, in which Jones 1983 played a major role. Jones’s project of treating class as more a
discursive than an ontological reality (p. 8), correspondingly granting politics a new level
of autonomy, was a salutary corrective but failed to register the idealism of Saussurean
linguisics and its detachment of language from social practice (p. 20). For an important
critique, see Foster 1985.
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ing class began to practice a class politics, because they too had begun to
acquire a class ideology, albeit a less well-formed one than that of the bour-
geoisie.1%5 (Not surprisingly since the means of intellectual production were
largely denied them). This raises the question as to whether or not there was
a proletarian critique of the hegemonic culture as well as a bourgeois one.
Such a critique, while it might draw on some leitmotivs of radical bourgeois
discourse — and particularly its insistent accusations of corruption — would
be essentially different in its conception of art’s functions in the social total-
ity.

The moment in the mid-1820s when radical bourgeois thought had recog-
nised polite culture as an instrument of class power quickly passed. It had
rested on both resentment at invidious distinctions and a moral critique of
waste and idleness. But a far more subversive critique could be offered: that the
possibility of enjoying such distinctions depended on the extraction of surplus
value through the oppression and impoverishment of the labouring classes.
The Philosophic Radicals offered a cultural critique at an essentially political
level because they had no complaint against the economic system as such —
although in their eyes it needed purging of some unnecessary and inefficient
interferences — and were amongst the leading exponents of political economy,
the science that explained and naturalised it. Only from a position that dis-
sected the economic system through the critique of political economy could
the economic basis of high culture be attacked. This required some degree
of identification with the interests of the labouring and unpropertied class
groups.

In the early years of the century, the emergent theory of working-class
radicalism was dominated by the ideas of Paine and Cobbett, although in
London the agrarian socialism of Thomas Spence’s followers also attracted
a significant body of adherents.l96 In the latter part of the second decade,
working-class radicals such as Richard Carlile (although he might be better
described as petty bourgeois in origins and attitude),’°” and John Wade and
Francis Place in the Gorgon, were beginning to disseminate Utilitarian doctrine
to a working-class readership. The Gorgon purveyed the banal dicta of political
economy to trade unionists at the same time as insisting on the Ricardian
principle that labour was the source of all value. However, the marriage of
working-class radicalism and a political economy that relied on the labour

105 Partly in the light of Jones’s researches, it became evident that Thompson'’s thesis needed
some qualification - see Eley 1990, 22-35.

106 Thompson 1963, pp. 672—73; Thompson 1984, Chapter 1.

107 Thompson 1963, p. 841.
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theory of value involved too much self-abnegation to last. From the early 1820s
some of the radicals associated with the weekly Trades Newspaper, notably
John Gast and Thomas Hodgskin, rejected the idea of a natural self-adjusting
economic order that, if left to itself, served the best interests of labour and
capital alike. Hodgskin's Labour Defended Against the Claims of Capital (1825)
was one of the first essays to develop the critique of political economy from a
radical perspective and marks the beginning of a new kind of socialist theory.198
As Noel Thompson has shown, Hodgskin’s text belonged to a brief flowering of
socialist theory in the rapidly expanding working-class press of the late 1820s,
which instead of simply denouncing political economy as an instrument of
capitalist interests, sought to refashion it into an anti-capitalist theory. This
productive wave of radical thinking had petered out by the middle of the
following decade.19

The only writings from this period I have discovered that come near to offer-
ing a critique of high culture from the standpoint of the proletariat are the
two publications of that mysterious figure who wrote under the pseudonym
of Piercy Ravenstone, A Few Doubts as to the Correctness of Some Opinions Gen-
erally Entertained on the Subjects of Population and Political Economy (1821) and
Thoughts on the Funding System and its Effects (1824). These do not belong to
the discourse of emergent socialism but rather to the more backward-looking
phase of critique that preceded it, which imagined some form of return to an
earlier, simpler way of life was yet possible. This does not mean that Raven-
stone’s critique lacked purchase. Marx described Thoughts on the Funding Sys-
tem as ‘a most remarkable work’, while for the Marxist historian Max Beer its
author was ‘one of the seminal minds of the period.!1® Although there has
been some debate about Ravenstone’s identity, it seems very likely that he was
Richard Puller (1789—1831), the scion of a merchant family and a director of
the South Sea Company.!!! Beer described Ravenstone quite astutely as ‘essen-
tially a Tory democrat, a kind of ‘Cobbett édition de luxe''> Most recently Noel
Thompson has characterised his position as ‘physiocratic, Tory anti-capitalism,

108 Thompson 1963, pp. 838—87; Prothero 1981, pp. 225-31.

109 For the reasons why this phase of theorising ended when it did, see ‘Conclusion’ in
Thompson 1984, pp. 219—28.

110 Beer192g, vol. 1, p. 251. For a consideration of Marx’s references to Ravenstone, see King
1983, pp- 366—9.

111 Thompson 2010, pp. 304—7, lays out the evidence for Ravenstone’s identity with Puller.
There remains some question as to whether the author may have been Puller’s son, also
Richard.

112 Beer, 1929, vol. I, pp. 251, 252.
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and stressed the radicalism of his analysis.!'® But although he was a radical
democrat, Ravenstone was no socialist. He did not favour the abolition of
private property and accepted social hierarchy as inevitable; at the same time
property rights held no absolute status for him and were only lawful insofar
as they were used justly."* Although the tendency of historians to categorise
Ravenstone as one of the ‘Ricardian Socialists’ has been misleading, his theory,
like theirs, anticipated Marx’s thought in more ways than is often acknow-
ledged and Marx himself had a more generous and complex response to it than
Engels and his immediate successors.!t>

Ravenstone accepted the negative features of commercial societies that
Smith, Millar, and Ferguson had identified on the basis of the civic human-
ist model of the polis, but his critique differed fundamentally from theirs in
that he added to their disadvantages that of the increasing impoverishment of
the labouring classes. His critique thus diverges from the predominant Whig-
gism of the Scottish School (Ferguson excepted), and opens up the path to
far more politically radical conclusions. His adaptation of the Scots’ socio-
historical theory is clearly marked by the differences between Enlightenment
Scotland and the England of the 1820s in that Ravenstone’s writings are polem-
ical interventions with no pretence to academic distance that draw on the
language of liberal politics developed by the wartime opposition press. Raven-
stone was writing in the aftermath of the twenty-year period of warfare that
followed the French Revolution and after the political violence and repression
of the post-Waterloo years, at a time of widespread social unrest when dis-
tinctly working-class forms of political organisation were appearing. However,
although Ravenstone was an advocate of universal suffrage — or at least male
suffrage — he did not directly identify with the beginnings of the working-class
movement. Beer described his social ideal as ‘a nation consisting in the main of
peasant proprietors, handicraftsmen, and other useful labourers, with a min-
imum of government and taxation under the control of those who serve the
community by hand and head'!'6 Although the significance of the gesture is
not unambiguous, it needs to be noted that Ravenstone sent a copy of A Few
Doubts to Brougham.

Ravenstone’s essentially dynamic conception of history and his ideas on the
relationship between labour, capital, and class anticipate Marx’s in import-

113 For the physiocratic dimension of Ravenstone’s thought in context, see Thompson 1988,
Chapter 1.

114 Thompson 2010, pp. 318-19.

115 King1983, pp. 369—70.

116 Beerigzg, vol. 1, p. 251
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ant respects. Convinced of the variety of human societies and the plasticity
of human nature, he regarded change as inescapable and despite the pessim-
istic and cyclical elements in his thought he saw the species as progressive,
refusing to accept Malthusian conceptions of natural scarcity.'” The growth
of productivity is related to the growth of population. Correspondingly, tech-
nological innovations do not arise simply because of the genius of individu-
als such as Arkwright and Watt, but as a result of the ‘spirit of the age’, that
is in response to social needs. The principle of the steam engine was known
long before it was applied.!’® Ravenstone took up the Scottish idea that laws
and political forms are intrinsically linked to property relations and argued
that ‘tranquillity’ is impossible if laws and the constitution are not sympath-
etic to the ‘manners’ of a people — by which he seems to mean the ‘arrange-
ment of property’. For ‘if property confer power, the political condition of a
people cannot but be mainly influenced by the manner in which it is distrib-
uted’ 9

Seeing labour as the source of all wealth, Ravenstone was scathing about
the idea that capital in itself was wealth-producing: ‘property is in reality but a
rent charge on productive industry’12? He seems to have accepted the Scots’ sta-
dial theory of social development and saw that as human society became more
productive it was not necessary for all labour to be devoted to producing the
means of existence, that some could be released to be ‘advantageously occu-
pied in adding to the comfort, in contributing to the ornament of society’!2!
The ‘ornament of society’ may refer to learning and the arts, but it can also
refer to a leisured minority devoted to gracious living that does not labour. In A
Few Doubts Ravenstone suggests that if the social minority occupied with such
things becomes too numerous it imposes a burden on the industrious: ‘When
their interests clash with those of the other classes of society; when the use-
ful is sacrificed to the ornamental; when the main arch of the building is cast
away to make room for triumphal arches, and all their accomplishments of fes-
toons and garlands’!?? Although Decimus Burton’s Wellington Arch — which
might seem to precisely match Ravenstone’s notion — was not built until 1826—
30, there was much public discussion of a victory monument in the years after
1815. In that year a Parliamentary committee was set up to invite designs for

117 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 49, 579, 12.

118 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 1—43.

119 Ravenstone 1821, p. 427.

120 Ravenstone 1824, p. 14.

121 Ravenstone 1821, p. 431. Cf. on stadial theory, Ravenstone 1824, pp. 10-11.
122 Ravenstone 1821, p. 431
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one, the issue was discussed in the House of Commons, and in 1817 John Soane,
official architect to the Office of Works, exhibited a drawing for one at the Royal
Academy.!?3

The presence in a society of too large a class of idle persons, who are by
definition a burden on the productive, is incompatible with the freedom and
happiness of the people and leads to poverty and increasing crime. Ravenstone
accused the nation’s legislators of operating a system of class justice. Thoughts
on the Funding System contains scathing attacks on the Corn Laws, the practices
of Irish landlords, and landlords’ exactions from farmers: ‘It is to property
alone that systematic injustice can be profitable’?* Industry (in the sense of
productive labour) is the sole source of wealth; trade adds nothing to value and
capital, rent, and taxes are all equally unproductive. Although in themselves
they are ‘not necessarily evils, they become so when carried to excess) because
‘all equally represent the share of the idle in the earnings of industry’125

Ravenstone described the aim of A Few Doubts as to show the real cause of
the ‘increase of wretchedness in this country’. Like Marx’s Capital it is essen-
tially a critique of political economy from the perspective of an intellectual who
identified, at least in some degree, with the proletariat — one of those bourgeois
ideologists who, in the words of Marx and Engels, ‘have raised themselves to the
level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole’26 In
Thoughts on the Funding System, Ravenstone attacked ‘Science’ as obscurantist,
corrupt, and interested, in effect offering a kind of ideology critique. As Marx
and Engels famously observed in The German Ideology, in one of its forms ideo-
logy naturalises the status quo in the interests of the dominant class.!?” So too
for Ravenstone, ‘Because a thing was, they thought it could not be otherwise.
The anomalies which in every country are created by the artificial regulations
of men, they confounded with the great principles which govern and uphold
this world. The abuses of society were to them as sacred as its primary and fun-
damental institutions’!?® The most oppressive governments have consistently
promoted political economy, which is the most ‘injurious’ doctrine to society
ever ‘broached’; it makes ‘industry ancillary to riches’ and ‘men subordinate to

property’.

123  Brindle 2001, pp. 59—65.

124 Ravenstone 1821, pp. 450-71; Ravenstone 1824, pp. 69—70.

125 Ravenstone 1821, p. 430. Cf. Ravesntone 1824, p. 38 — for Ravenstone the Jews are a people
whose wealth depends on capital rather than industry (p. 79).

126 Marx and Engels 1998, p. 47.

127 Marx and Engels 1974, pp. 65-6.

128 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 4,7, 72, 6.
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In such societies the people are doomed to toil for the benefit of their
masters alone: ‘All rights will belong to the rich, all duties will be left to the
poor. The people will be made to bow their necks beneath the yoke of the
harshest of all rulers, the aristocracy of wealth’12? Political economy falsely
represents consumption rather than industry as the source of wealth, and the
constant object of social institutions was to elevate the idle at the expense of
the productive classes.’®? Since the luxuries of life are consumed by the idle,
trade and manufactures grow fastest when the condition of the people is at its
most wretched.!3! In these circumstances the wealthy imagine artificial wants
and even hire others to consume what is superfluous. This logic is illustrated by
the Corn Laws, which at the same time as enriching the already wealthy have
reduced the labourers to bare subsistence wages and the condition of slaves: ‘it
is impossible to extract more from the wretchedness of the people’.132 Following
the normal pattern of radical political discourse in this period, Ravenstone also
attributes current problems to the fiscal policies of the war-time governments.
The real expenses of the war had been met through taxation, while the stock
created had only swelled the profits of a small number of contractors with
the result that a tiny portion of the nation enjoyed great luxury while the
‘middling and lower classes were robbed of almost every comfort. Drawing
on a well-rehearsed rhetoric against corruption, Ravenstone argued that the
National Debt was not incurred from the ‘hard earnings of industry’, but was
composed of ‘a bloated and putrid mass of corruption wholly made up of
fraud, peculation, and of jobs’!33 The Debt had created a ‘new set of patricians’
that had robbed the ‘ancient gentry’ — whose families had given the nation its
reputation in ‘arts and arms’ — of ‘a large portion of their property’.!34

It is such statements that justify the description of Ravenstone as Tory, and
in A Few Doubts he refers back to a better time when the only property had
been land, when in periods of war the gentry had comprised a militia, and
when there was no public debt. He also called for a restoration of the ancient
constitution.!35 But, as I have indicated, Ravenstone was not simply backward
looking, a restitutionist romantic anti-capitalist.13¢ Although he regarded the

129 Ravenstone 1824., p. 7.

130 Ravenstone 1824, p. 11.

131 Ravenstone 1824, p.13.

132 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 23, 70.

133 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 27-30.

134 Ravenstone 1824, pp. 34, 51.

135 Ravenstone 1821, pp. 430, 466.

136  On which category, see Lowy and Sayre 2001, pp. 59-63.
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‘Funding System’ as morally repugnant, substituting usury for real trade, he
also saw it as eroding prejudices of birth and rank by making money the only
basis of distinction. By breaking up large masses of property, it gave power to
the law and increased the security of the state; by destroying the perpetuity
of property it stimulated activity and offered new opportunities. The Funding
System emerges as a necessary evil that counteracts the greater evil arising from
the entrenched system of primogeniture.!3” However, nations like Britain that
depend too much on capital and in which the unproductive class becomes
excessively large are prone to decline into ‘exhaustion and decrepitude’.!38
Ravenstone thought the country was heading for a revolution on the French
model, one that could only be averted through a greater diffusion of wealth, an
end to unjust laws and governmental corruption, and the shifting of taxes from
articles of consumption onto property.

In light of the positions I have outlined it will come as no surprise that
Ravenstone’s comments on modern culture are uniformly negative. The simple
age before the advent of commercial society had ‘raised the stupendous piles
for the worship of God, which towering beyond the daring of modern genius,
still look with derision on the puny and paltry buildings with which capital
trafficking in religion had studded our streets, as if to mark the poverty of
our conceptions and the littleness of our means’.!3® This remarkable passage
anticipates that whole tradition of romantic anti-capitalism that stretches
through Carlyle, Pugin, and Ruskin to Morris. But it leaves unanswered the
question of what resources contemporary artists and architects might draw
on to build a healthier culture. Ravenstone leaves no doubt that the present
age is not favourable to the arts, because wealth is so unevenly distributed.
He cites the history of France, Spain and Italy, ‘before their regeneration, to
support his view that an increase in property, if it is concentrated only among
the wealthiest, is harmful to the arts and sciences. In all three cases:

A miserable and degraded people every where produced a vicious and
contemptible gentry; idleness corrupted the rich; the distress of the poor
increased the temptation to vice; the arts and sciences were almost
extinct, for the funds for the maintenance of the idle were barely suffi-
cient for the support of the hereditary rich. Whilst Italy had citizens, every
town was filled with artists and poets, — with men who immortalized the

137 Ravenstone 1821, pp. 52—-6.
138 Ravenstone 1821, pp. 77-8.
139 Ravenstone 1821, p. 75.
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age in which they lived. She could boast a Dante, a Raffaelle, and Ariosto.
When she had only gentry, her glory was limited to fiddlers and singers.!40

For all the Tory motifs in his thought, Ravenstone is consistent in maintain-
ing that the highest cultural achievements come in early capitalist society. At
points in Thoughts on the Funding System he almost seems hostile to the mater-
ial manifestations of culture as such, referring to the ‘useless accumulation
which now takes place in the hands of individuals in the shape of buckles and
buttons, of pictures and statues’!*! But as his admiring reference to the great
communal buildings of the Medieval Period makes plain, it is the wasteful and
individualistic culture of modern capitalism that rouses his disgust, not the arts
per se.

Ravenstone’s comments on culture are mere asides in a social and political
critique, but their implications are clear enough. Only in a society where labour
is properly rewarded for its product, where the unproductive are reduced to
their proper roles and influence, and the whole population — or at least its
male part — enjoys equal rights, can great cultural achievements be expec-
ted. His stance was far to the left of the Philosophic Radicals’ critique both
because it was neither blandly optimistic nor progressive and did not identify
itself with the bourgeoisie, and, more significantly, because it took a critical
stance on the fact that high culture was the product of exploitative property
relations; while they recognised the structural nature of social inequality in
commercial societies, the eighteenth-century Scottish School did not register
unequal property relations as exploitative. Such ideas did not receive imme-
diate development, presumably because they seemed of little direct relevance
to working-class radicals. After all, the mode of social distinction high culture
offered rubbed against the bourgeoisie not against them. It was the bourgeoisie
that needed to appropriate it to establish their hegemony, to provide the appro-
priate decorative embellishments of bourgeois state formation, to demonstrate
their superiority to Old Corruption’s ancien régime.

140 Ravenstone 1821, p. 472.
141 Ravenstone 1824, p. 20.



CHAPTER 4

Genius, Gender, and Progress: Benthamism and the
Arts in the 1820s

‘They hate all grace, ornament, elegance. They are addicted to abstruse science,
but sworn enemies of the fine arts’ Thus Hazlitt described Jeremy Bentham and
his followers in The Plain Speaker in 1826.! However, while Hazlitt captures the
tenor of Bentham’s own writings, many of those who accepted the Benthamite
critique of aristocratic culture? were not prepared to subject the Fine Arts to
the same reductive and philistine measure as the philosopher himself. The aim
of this essay is to explore the terms in which the Utilitarians and their allies
negotiated the category of the aesthetic, as this was manifested in some forms
of Romantic art, and to show how conflicts of value were bound up not only
with differences in class cultures, but with complex and contradictory attitudes
towards gender and the social role of women.

Bentham’s followers, the Philosophic Radicals,® were something like the van-
guard of bourgeois ideology in early nineteenth-century Britain. They artic-
ulated a sweeping critique of aristocratic lifestyles, political institutions, and
law based upon the secular and rationalist strands in Enlightenment social
thought, and did so in the name of the middle class — a class that they looked
to as the standard-bearer of human progress. The philosophy of Utilitarianism
was thus one of the key intellectual resources of progressive politics, and liber-
als had almost necessarily to define their position in relation to it. As the work
of Davidoff and Hall has shown, the outlook of the bulk of the provincial middle
class was generally far less secular and critical of established institutions than
that of their self-styled representatives in the metropolis.* But what they lacked
in terms of representativeness, the Benthamites made up for in prominence
in the public sphere. Moreover, the demand that the running of the state be
made visible to the public, and answerable to it, was central to their ideology.?

1 ‘Of People of Sense’, in Hazlitt 1930—4, vol. 12, p. 248.

2 [ use the term ‘aristocratic’ here in the sense it was used by contemporaries to describe the
culture of the landed classes.

3 On this group, which includes thinkers, writers for the periodical press, and politicians, see
Thomas 1979.

4 Davidoff and Hall 1987.

5 Habermas 1991, pp. 99-101.
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They contributed to the growing periodical press, which was fundamental to
the concept of open public debate, both through their own journal the West-
minster Review, and through their influence on sympathetic writers in other
publications such as the London Magazine.

Utilitarian suspicion of the aesthetic worked at two levels, functional and
ideological. In relation to the first, the Benthamites associated the arts with the
leisure-time pursuits of an enervated and corrupt landed class, which ran the
machinery of state exclusively in its own interests, and used knowledge of clas-
sical literature and the practice of picture collecting to distinguish itself from
those it regarded as its social inferiors. They thus objected to the way the arts
functioned invidiously as marks of social status. Secondly, they distrusted their
ideological effects, because they associated the arts with forms of representa-
tion that were not subject to the normal rules of cognition, and thus potentially
stood in the path of Enlightenment, the process they saw as the basis for the
creation of a more rational and hence a more just and happier social order.

It was the Benthamites’ commitment to rational dissection of traditional
culture that also made it possible for some of them to arrive at a relatively mod-
ern view of the oppression of women, for the ‘critique of unearned privilege,
which Sabina Lovibond has described as central to feminism, was fundamental
to their project.® In what follows, I show how the critique of aristocracy, dis-
trust of the aesthetic, and radical views on gender inequality were correlated
in liberal periodicals of the 1820s in which Benthamite influence was strong.
As in Benthamite discourse itself, my main focus will be on the critique of
aristocracy, but considerations of gender will emerge as a persistent and recur-
rent theme. This is because in questioning Romantic notions of artistic power
(which seemed to them groundless), the Benthamites produced a less mas-
culinised model of the artist than that generally current, and allowed more
space for a woman of genius to appear. However, it will be shown that the
language in which both aesthetic effect and intellectual achievement were val-
orised was pervaded by a macho rhetoric that made it hard to conceive a public
type who was not in some sense heroic. In attempting to envision the role of
the artist in a more enlightened social order, Bentham’s followers departed in
important ways from the stark assessment of the arts Bentham himself gave
but, nonetheless, his pronouncements were a catalyst to theirs, and it is to them
I'now turn.

6 Lovibond 1989, p. 12.
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Bentham and the Aesthetic

In Bentham’s social theory, the fundamental measure of laws and institutions
is the principle of utility, that is, whether they contribute to ‘the greatest hap-
piness of the greatest number’. Any course of action should be assessed solely
in terms of the relative quantities of pleasure and pain it produces. Pleasure
is good and pain is bad, and this is the foundation of morality. However, des-
pite Bentham'’s attempt to ground his system in these simple verities, at the
heart of it lay a contradiction between the principle of an interventionist state,
which was necessary to regulate the competing claims of individual interests,
and the principle of laissez faire, derived from Smithian economics, which
assumed that the economy was a naturally self-regulating sphere in which the
competition of interests ultimately worked to the benefit of all. This contra-
diction never became acute for the Benthamites because of their assumption
that the interests of the middle class (who stood to profit most from their pro-
posed legal and political reforms) were the common interest, and indeed were
synonymous with progress. For this reason, they perceived no inconsistency in
their attachment to the principle of democracy and their elitist concept of gov-
ernment. Government properly belonged to the propertied classes, and its role
was to educate all to understand their true interests: ‘the magistrate operating
in the character of a tutor upon all the members of the state’”

Like Locke, who he regarded as ‘the Father or intellectual science’, Bentham
saw no cognitive value in art. In The Rationale of Reward, he describes the fine
arts as arts of amusement only, whose sole utility lies in the pleasure they give
‘to those who take pleasure in them'® One of the obstacles in the path of his
project to subject political and legal institutions to the cleansing light of reason
was what he called ‘the poverty and unsettled state of language), and Bentham
wished to develop a morally neutral language, purged of all sentimental asso-
ciations, which would be a truly scientific vehicle for social analysis. Imagin-
ation and concern with linguistic harmony hampered the proper workings of
reason.® Worse yet, poetry is the ‘natural’ enemy of truth, for ‘truth, exactitude
of every kind, is fatal to poetry. The poet’s business ‘consists in stimulating
our passions, and exciting our prejudices’, he must ‘see everything through col-

7 Bentham 1988 (2), p. 63. In his first published work Bentham describes the defining charac-
teristic of political society as obedience — see Bentham 1988 (1), p. 43. On the central tensions
of Bentham’s thought, see Coates 1950. On its larger political implications, see Corrigan and
Sayer 1989, pp. 144—9.

8 Bentham 1825, p. 205.

9 See, for example, Bentham 1988 (2), pp. 13-16, n. 1.
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oured media, and strive to make everyone else do the same’ This reasoning
justified Bentham in his notorious pronouncement that, all in all, the child’s
game of push-pin was more valuable than music and poetry, because it was
enjoyed by more people, and its pleasures were (from his perspective) always
innocent. The main reason to value the fine arts was that they distracted indi-
viduals the ‘most difficult to be pleased’ from giving over their leisure to the
more vicious pursuits of drunkenness, slander and gaming, and absorbed the
energies of ‘idlers, who in earlier times had found their amusement in war-
fare.10 Just as Bentham’s demand for a new rational and unadorned language
was a bourgeois critique of the obscurities of aristocratic power, so was his phil-
istine attitude towards the arts a class critique of the mysteries and privileges
of aristocratic culture, a fact which was not lost on his followers in the West-
minster Review.

Bentham'’s system (again like that of Locke) can valorise no kind of judge-
ment other than that of reason in the narrowest sense. His determination to
ground morality solely in the magic principle of utility corresponds with his
insistence that sentiment, sympathy, and understanding provided no secure
basis for agreement.!! Entirely consonant with this rejection of moral judge-
ment was the assertion that judgements of taste are groundless. One taste is
as good as another, and the only basis for choosing between them is the pleas-
ure associated with each for the individual.'2 Not surprisingly, the Fine Arts and
Belles Lettres had no place in the educational programme Bentham devised for
his proposed Chrestomathic School, a school of ‘useful learning’13

The connection between Bentham'’s reductive moral theory and his hostil-
ity to the fine arts was well understood by Hazlitt, who pointed out that his
concept of psychology was facile and mechanistic, and that he was unable to
distinguish either between different types of pleasure or between pleasures
and goods. Hazlitt also saw the political dangers in progressives characterising
the cognitive effects of the aesthetic as reactionary obfuscation, and signific-
antly cited the Benthamites’ dismissive response to Burke’s Reflections on the
Revolution in France (1790) as exemplifying their limitations: ‘That work is to
them a very flimsy and superficial performance, because it is rhetorical and
figurative, and they judge of solidity by barrenness, of depth by dryness. Till

10  Bentham 1988 (2), pp. 206-8.

11 Bentham 1988 (2), pp. 17—20, n. 1. For a critique of Utilitarian morality, see McIntyre 1984,
Chapter 6.

12 Bentham 1825, p. 208.

13 Bentham1983.
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they see a little farther into it, they will not be able to answer it, or counter-
act its influence; and yet that were a task of some importance’# As we shall
see, other liberal intellectuals, attracted by the iconoclasm of the Benthamite
critique of traditional institutions, were equally unwilling to hand over art to
reaction. But Bentham'’s thought was not only conceptually inadequate with
regard to the aesthetic, it could not encompass important aspects of the life-
style and ideology of the class with which he identified. Art was too central to
bourgeois culture, and its status functions too important, for it to be relegated
to the province of mere pleasure.

Benthamism in the Examiner

The word that focused Bentham’s aversion to art was ‘poetry’, and for many
of his contemporaries ‘poetry’ stood for something like the general principle of
the aesthetic, a term that as Bentham himself noted was still associated primar-
ily with German philosophy.!® In British art criticism of the 1820s, the adjective
‘poetic’ had quite a wide currency to denote a particular type of imaginative
landscape painting produced by the painters John Martin and Francis Danby,
although it was also applied to some aspects of Turner’s work. This usage is
well exemplified in Robert Hunt's reviews in the Examiner. In what follows, I
use critical responses to the works of Martin and Danby to provide a focus for
exploring the ways in which bourgeois intellectuals tried to negotiate between
Benthamite progressivism and their commitment to the aesthetic. This focus
is justified both because such art seemed to epitomise the poetic principle in
painting to contemporaries, and also because it was highly successful with a
broad middle-class public and attracted considerable attention in the press.
The main periodicals I draw upon are the Examiner and the London Magazine,
but reference will be made to some others to illustrate the currency of signi-
ficant attitudes. The periodical press was a field in which different discourses
came together, where phenomena usually considered in discrete texts were
discussed adjacently, and where new developments in politics, society and cul-
tural production all had to be made sense of. My analysis assumes that despite
the evident disparities the periodical texts display, there are some principles

14  Hazlitt 1930—4, vol. 12, p. 247. Apart from ‘On People of Sense, Hazlitt’s main critique of
Utilitarianism is in the character sketch of Bentham in The Spirit of the Age — see Hazlitt
1930—4, vol. 11, pp. 5-16. For an outstanding analysis of this issue, see Park 1971, Chapter 2.

15  Bentham 1983, pp. 188—9 n., 193 n. The broader connotations of ‘poetry’ are well exempli-
fied in Mill 1981.
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of coherence within them and that editorial policy would probably ensure
common sympathies among the contributors. At the least we may suppose
that opinions readers encountered in one section of a magazine would have
been seen as not incongruous with those they encountered in other parts of
it.16

From its establishment in 1808 into the 1820s, the Examiner was one of
the foremost organs of the opposition press, as well as an important review
of art, literature and the theatre. A sixteen-page Sunday paper, it was edited
by Leigh Hunt until 1820, and then by his nephew Henry Leigh Hunt in the
ensuing decade.’” The Examiner of the 1820s was consistently sympathetic
to the writings of Bentham and, like the Philosophic Radicals, it claimed to
stand for the principles of reason and intellect.!® While not ‘Utopian, it looked
forward to a future democratic state founded on universal suffrage, within
which property would command the degree of influence appropriate to it.!°
Social distinctions would not be erased, but there would cease to be what
the paper regarded as the artificial distinctions of title. All religions would be
equally tolerated and there would be no political exclusion on the principle of
race.20

16 Klancher 1987, pp. 48, 51. On art criticism more generally, see Hemingway 1992, Chapter 7.

17  For the history of the Examiner, see Hayden 1969, pp. 66—7; Stout 1949. For Hunt, see also
Roe (ed.) 2003 and Roe 2005.

18  ‘ourvenerable and patriotic countryman BENTHAM, — a man who has spent his whole life
in exercising his great mental powers with a continual yearning for the good of mankind’,
from ‘State of Spain, Examiner, no. 655 (16 July 1820). For reviews of Bentham’s works,
see, for example: ‘Bentham’s Radical Reform Bill, Examiner, no. 627 (2 January 1820); ‘Mr.
Bentham’s New Political Work’, Examiner, no. 860 (25 July 1824). The Examiner was also
favourable towards the Benthamite Westminster Review — see ‘Literary Notices, Examiner,
no. 887 (30 January 1825).

19  ‘Weassert, that with the widest possible extension of the suffrage, the House of Commons
would always be filled by men of wealth, rank and education.” — ‘Reform of Parliament-
Representation of Edinburgh, Examiner, no. g5o0 (16 April 1826). The ‘universal suffrage’
referred to in this text may only be male suffrage, but William Thompson’s Appeal of One-
Half the Human Race, Women, against the Pretensions of the other Half, Men, which the
Examiner approved in the same year, was a critique of James Mill’s arguments against the
enfranchisement of women.

20  In1819 the Examiner stated that more atrocities had been performed in the name of Chris-
tianity than in that of the pagan religions, and it objected to the unity of church and
state. See ‘A Specimen or Two of the Intellectual Faculties of My Lord Liverpool, Exam-
iner, no. 625 (19 December 1819). The Examiner warmly supported toleration for Jews, but
expected them to assimilate with gentile society and to participate in what it understood
as the universal march of social progress. See Jews Free School), Examiner, no. 888 (6 Feb-
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The main obstacle to this ‘grand march of social circumstance’ was what the
Examiner described as ‘aristocracy’ or ‘oligarchy’, and the principle of ‘legitim-
acy’ on which it rested. This principle was unreasonable and hence unjust, and
led to the abuse of power and vice. The landed classes were unfit to govern
because they were lazy and ill-educated, the public schools breeding only ‘eleg-
ant retainers of stupidity’, ‘ready-made tyrants and courtiers’?! The arguments
of reaction were feeble and illogical, and its spokesmen intellectual nonentit-
ies. ‘Intellect’ was on the side of democracy, while ‘Legitimacy’ was the principle
of ‘the Few’, and was opposed to the ‘fixed and guarded rights’ which were
the principle of ‘the Many'. ‘The conflict, it was claimed, ‘remains plainly, and
almost avowedly, between Intellect and Power, the Pen and the Sword’22 What
this emphasis on the power of mind partly signifies is that the Examiner presen-
ted itself as the voice of an intellectual fraction of the middle class; while it
found the middle class at large the most virtuous and intelligent class, it asser-
ted that intelligence and merit, rather than property or rank, were the ultimate
basis of social distinction.?3 Indeed, the Examiner regarded some of the char-
acteristics of commercial society, as it then existed, as incompatible with its
principles. For instance, it supported Robert Owen’s protests at the condition
of children in manufacturing towns, and refused to accept that a ‘natural law’
of the economy tended to depress wages to the lowest wretchedness’. Its claim
that a ‘starving people’ had a ‘right’ to be fed through taxes on the rich,2* sug-

ruary 1925); ‘Literary Notices. Hebrew Literature’, Examiner, no. 938 (29 January 1826). On
the rights of coloured people, see ‘Free People of Colour’, Examiner, no. 857 (4 July 1824);
‘Free People of Colour — West Indian Proceedings, Examiner, no. gu (17 July 1825). Roe
2005 is informative on Hunt’s West Indian heritage.

21 See, for example, ‘On the Intellectual Inferiority of Parliament to the Demands of the
Age’, Examiner, no. 528 (8 February 1818); ‘Cause of the Inferiority of Parliament to the
Demands of the Present Age, Examiner, no. 531 (1 March 1818); ‘Desperation of the Cor-
rupt, Examiner, no. 678 (24 December 1820). On the public schools, see ‘Death at Eton —
Public Schools), Examiner, no. 893 (13 March 1825).

22 ‘State of Public Affairs, Examiner, no. 729 (23 December 1821).

23 For an acute analysis of this process of audience formation, see Klancher 1987, pp. 61—
8. Klancher’s analysis of Blackwood’s Magazine (pp. 52—61) shows that this strategy was
not confined to liberal journals, but it would seem that the paradigmatic reader ‘interpel-
lated’ by the Examiner and London Magazine has different powers from his Blackwood's
counterpart, that ‘progress’ united readers of the former in the onrush of widening under-
standing, while for the latter the ‘advancement of knowledge’ is a more mysterious and
less pervasive phenomenon in which the reader is less certain of his role.

24  ‘On the Employment of Children in Manufactories’, Examiner, no. 536 (5 April 1818). See
also the article under this title Examiner, no. 535 (29 March 1818). ‘Alarming State of the
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gests that the Examiner did not go along with the Philosophic Radicals in their
wholesale embrace of the laissez-faire principle.

The only issue on which the Examiner was in open disagreement with
Bentham was that of the value of poetry. Reviewing The Rationale of Reward in
1825, the paper concluded that ‘the very contracted nature of Mr BENTHAM’s
exclusive line of study’ had prevented him from giving proper attention to the
arts, and directly contradicted his assertion that poetry, by its very nature, gave
a false representation of reality. By contrast, the reviewer likened the images
of poetry to the effect of a microscope, claiming that they magnified rather
than distorted, so as to describe ‘affections we intensely feel’: ‘Poetry, speaking
of course of what really deserves the name, is rather abstractive than false — it
abstracts all shadow from its light, and all light from its shade at pleasure — not
to demonstrate but to impress; not to convey facts, but images and associations.
Of all men, we deem genuine poets the least of liars’.?5

This was consistent with views expressed in other numbers of the paper.
For instance, an essay on ‘Fiction and Matter-of-Fact) printed earlier in the
year, also insisted that the measurable truths of logic and science and the
truths ‘we feel with our hearts and imaginations’ were not incompatible, and
that ‘mathematical truth is not the only truth in the world' It went on to ask
how it was that an age remarkable for the growth of science should also be
one in which literary taste should be so attracted to ‘fictions of the East), ‘sol-
itary and fanciful reveries’, ‘the wild taste of the Germans, and ‘a new and
more primitive use of the old Pagan Mythology’ And found the answer in
the stimulus that politics and the development of science itself had given
the imagination. The discovery of new secondary causes brought the mind
up against the same realm of the vast and incomprehensible as had pre-
occupied philosophers in the past: ‘The imagination recognizes its ancient
field, and begins ranging again at will, doubly bent upon liberty, because of
the trammels with which it has been threatened’2é The paintings of John
Martin and Francis Danby might have served as illustrations of this hypo-
thesis.

People, Examiner, no. 971 (10 September 1826); ‘Hints on Political Economy’, Examiner,
no. 986 (24 December 1826).

25  ‘Political Examiner’ (review of Bentham'’s Rationale of Reward), Examiner, no. go4 (29 May
1825).

26  ‘The Wishing Cap, No. 22 — Fiction and Matter-of-Fact, Examiner, no. 883 (2 June 1825).
For a comparable statement on the promise of the ‘new generation, see ‘Cause of the
Inferiority of Parliament to the Demands of the Present Age, Examiner, no. 531 (1 March
1818).
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While Bentham associated the arts with reaction, the Examiner saw them
as natural allies of progress. For just as the principle of Legitimacy was incom-
patible with Intellect, it was equally incompatible with Literature, and, we may
assume, the other fine arts too. The ‘inevitable progress of knowledge’ must
call into question the ‘pretensions’ of kings, who were, by the nature of their
authority, ready-made haters of knowledge’. This was so because the ‘preten-
sions’ of kings did not rest on merit, while Literature could recognize no other
basis for distinction, and thus its pretensions were ‘essentially levelling and jac-
obinical’2”

The Examiner on Poetry, Genius, and Women

A similar veneration of intellect informed the Examiner’s art criticism. The
paper supported what it called the British School, and gave high praise to some
contemporary artists such as West, Fuseli, Flaxman and Haydon. However,
it was severely critical of the record of the dominant elite as patrons, and
accused the aristocracy generally of failing in its duty to foster British art. The
Examiner regularly called for a reform of the Royal Academy and state support
of the arts, and criticised successive governments for not enacting a policy
of public patronage like that of France. This failing was a by-product of the
larger corruption of the political establishment, but was also attributed to the
commercial character of the nation.2® According to the Examiner, a reform of
Parliament would be directly beneficial to art.2°

Although the Examiner’s position on the arts was intrinsically bound up with
its critique of British culture in the larger sense of the term, the criteria by
which it evaluated art were not directly political ones. They were criteria drawn
principally from the discourse of academic theory, but modified in response
to the more philosophical theories of the arts developed in the eighteenth
century. Robert Hunt accepted the conventional hierarchies of the academic
creed and regarded depiction of the human figure as the core of pictorial
art, because it showed the ‘intellectual part of man’ Landscape painting was
made more significant and intellectual by the introduction of figures, and ideal
landscape was superior to ‘common landscape’ because it took a rarer kind of
mental vision to separate the ‘beautiful, noble, and pure) from the ‘ordinary

27  ‘Proposed Royal Academy of Literature), Examiner, no. 709 (5 August 1821).

28  ‘Efficient Patronage of Art, Examiner, no. 681 (21 January 1821); ‘A Brief Sketch of the State
of the Fine Arts in Great Britain), Examiner, no. 934 (1 January 1826).

29  ‘Want of a Public Gallery of Paintings), Examiner, no. 728 (7 January 1822).
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and obvious’. Thinking within the framework of association psychology, Hunt
argued that painters should select scenes which would awaken those ‘moral
analogies and feelings’ that are the most pleasing of the impressions of nature.
This selection required special mental powers from artists, whose minds ‘must
be imbued with the properties of the subjects they represent, immersed in their
very essence, feeling the passions and thinking the thoughts of mankind’.3°
Great art being the expression of a quality of individual genius, which was
innate, it followed that excellence was to be recognised by originality.3! For
Hunt, paintings such as Danby’s The Delivery of Israel out of Egypt (1825, fig.
1) seemed to depart from any of the established models of the landscape genre:
he could see them neither as ‘familiar’ nor as conventional ‘historical’ land-
scapes, and he distinguished them as ‘poetic’ to stress their emotional effect.32
For him this species of art was the most difficult and hence also the most valu-
able. In 1819 he gave Martin’s first major success, The Fall of Babylon (private
collection),3® along and laudatory review, which emphasised both the intellec-
tual capacity needed for such a work and the painting’s power over the spec-
tators. After itemising the range of knowledge and skill the picture involved,
the review asserted that it required ‘a mind nobly daring and confident in its
resources, and ‘alively and poetical imagination’ that could ‘convey to the spec-
tator a consciousness of something supernatural, at least of the sublime, and
warm and expand his fancy, set his mind thinking and his heart feeling with
a deep and delightful intensity’. To support this claim for the work’s power,
Hunt referred to spectators crowding around the picture at the British Institu-
tion, exclaiming with admiration, studying it from close to and from a distance,
going away and then returning to study it again. The adjectives ‘strong’ and
‘nobly daring’, which are used to characterise Martin’s mind, suggest a concept

30  ‘Exhibition of Paintings in Water Colours, Examiner, no. 747 (20 May 1822); ‘Royal Acad-
emy’, Examiner, no. 751 (17 June 1822).

31 ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 751, 26 May 1822. This valorisation of originality (common-
place in the period) finds a parallel in Bentham'’s distinction between ‘Expositors’ and
‘Censors’ in A Fragment on Government. The Expositor concerns himself only with the law
as it is, while the Censor shows it as it ought to be; the former relies primarily on appre-
hension and memory, while the latter is the truly creative thinker. See Bentham 1988 (1),
pp- 7-8.

32 See the notice on Danby’s Delivery of Israel out of Egypt in ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner,
no. go2 (15 May 1825). Hunt applies essentially the same criteria to distinguish ‘poetry’
from other forms of artistic representation as the younger Mill, for whom poetry was char-
acterised by the unselfconscious presentation of individual emotion. In Mill’s argument,
this distinction intersected ‘the whole domain of art’. See Mill 1981, pp. 348—50.

33 For this work, see Myrone (ed.) 2o11, pp. 97-8.
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FIGURE 1  Francis Danby, The Delivery of Israel out of Egypt, 1825, oil on canvas, 58%4x 94%2
in (149.5x240 cm)
©HARRIS MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY, PRESTON, LANCASHIRE,
UK/BRIDGEMAN IMAGES.

of intellect which is masculinised. But the effect of the work on the spectator is
likened to that of a woman on her lover. After leaving the work, ‘thrilling’ with
its ‘strange and felicitous impression, the spectator views ‘most other pictures’
absent-mindedly, ‘like alover who is but half attentive to other women, in a deli-
cious reverie on the superior charms of her who has the keeping of his heart.
While the critic himself is ‘in love with genius’, he would not wish to be seen as
‘like amorous lovers, blind to defect, and Hunt found Martin’s brushwork and
outlines ‘somewhat hard) and ‘a theatrical look’ about some of his figures.3+
In the narrative of this criticism, the artist communicated his feelings spon-
taneously to the spectator, and overwhelmed his imagination. The ideal spec-
tator was necessarily masculine, but he had to succumb to the power of the
work over him, not through reason but through yielding emotionally. In 1821,
Belshazzar’s Feast ( fig. 2) was described as ‘a scene so various, so magnificent,
portentous, and pathetic, as to gratify all the serious faculties of the mind, and
to fill them with wonder and delight’ Martin was among the few ‘whose works

34  ‘British Institution, Examiner, no. 580 (7 February 1819). Hunt again likened the critic to a
‘happy intense lover’ in his review of Martin's Belshazzar’s Feast two years later. See ‘British
Institution, Examiner, no. 683 (4 February 1821). On Martin’s pursuit of difficult subjects,
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FIGURE 2  John Martin, 17891854, British, Belshazzar’s Feast, 1820, oil on canvas, 31%x 47 in
(80x120.7 cm). This is a smaller version of the picture exhibited in 1821, which is in a
private collection.

YALE CENTER FOR BRITISH ART, NEW HAVEN, PAUL MELLON COLLECTION

delight by striking upon all those strings of feeling by which the mind is vehe-
mently moved), and, like Michelangelo and Raphael, he could ‘lay claim to an
extraordinary character for originality and sublimity’.3% The mind of genius and
the mind of the receptive spectator are both conceived as masculine, but the

see the discussion of his Macbeth (National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh) in ‘British
Institution), Examiner, no. 635 (5 March 1820).

35  ‘British Institution, Examiner, no. 683 (4 February 1821). Such metaphors of artistic power
were not singular to the Examiner. The Morning Herald, one of the papers most consist-
ently favourable to Martin and Danby in the 1820s, claimed that Belshazzar’s Feast ‘elec-
trified the spectator by a tremendous flash of genius.. Its effect was irresistible. It was not
like that ‘celestial power which uniting its efforts with nature and probability, entrances
us by our own consent’, rather it was that ‘relative of eccentricity, which notwithstanding
its incongruities, compels our acknowledgment of its superiority’ The idea of power could
hardly be more emphatic. See ‘British Institution, Pall Mall, Morning Herald, 29 January
1821. Cf. the review of the Fall of Babylon in ‘British Gallery’, New Monthly Magazine, no. 61
(1March1819). However, it is important to note that Martin’s work did not signify the power
of imagination to everyone. Hazlitt found his literal-minded attempts to represent the sub-
lime in vast perspectives ‘an instance of total want of imagination’ — see Hazlitt 19304,
vol. 11, p. 252, and vol. 18, pp. 155-6. For Belshazzar’s Feast see Myrone (ed.) 2o1, pp. 99-108.
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work itself is both seductively feminine and powerfully masculine at the same
time. In the discourses of eighteenth-century philosophy within which criti-
cism was conceived reason was an active and sternly male principle, associated
with the roles of public men; while imagination, associated with the moral sym-
pathies of daily life and the individual experiences of aesthetic pleasure, was
more ambiguously gendered. Not surprisingly, therefore, attempts to describe
the exercise of taste produced a tangle of gender contradictions in the meta-
phors used to evoke the aesthetic effect and critics seeking to establish artists
and intellectuals as a new kind of heroic figure were almost forced to describe
the power of the artist and of his art in metaphors that shift between violation
and seduction of the spectator.

The effects of Danby’s work, which achieved critical prominence a few years
later, were described somewhat differently. The distinction was summed up
in a review of the British Institution exhibition of 1826: ‘Mr MARTIN’s picture,
The Deluge, is a forcible appeal to the imagination, which “it seizes”, as it were,
“by storm”. — Mr DANBY's picture represents Solitude; the moment of Sun-set,
with the Moon rising over a ruined City. Mr DANBY appeals to the imagination
through the medium of a select choice of Nature, the best way in which it
can effectively be awakened’36 Danby’s talent was defined as a capacity to
give ‘natural’ representations of scenes appropriate to the ‘moral sentiment
and feeling’ suggested by his subjects. On these grounds, the Examiner gave
highly enthusiastic responses to the exhibition of Sunset at Sea after a Storm
(Bristol Museum and Art Gallery) in 1824, and to that of Christ Walking on the
Sea (Forbes Collection, London) in 1826.37 It praised An Enchanted Island ( fig.
3) of 1825 for achieving that combination of naturalistic effect with imaginative
power it had found lacking in Martin’s work.38

To summarise then, the Examiner explained the status it gave to ‘poetic
landscape’ paintings partly through the alleged powers of mind involved in
their production, and partly through their power over the spectator’s emotions.
This latter claim precisely valorised an effect that Bentham saw as inimical to
the proper order of reason, and implied that it was far more than a species of

36  ‘British Institution, Examiner, no. 940 (12 February 1826). Both pictures are now lost,
although Martin’s is known through a mezzotint — see Myrone (ed.) 2011, pp. 130-1.

37  ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 854 (14 June 1824); Royal Academy, Examiner, no. 955
(21 May 1826). Greenacre 1988, no. 20 and fig. 17.

38  ‘British Institution’, Examiner, no. 889 (13 February 1825). Other papers made a similar
distinction. Thus, when the Morning Herald reviewed An Enchanted Island, it described
its effect as like a ‘most delightful daydream, the ‘spell’ of which ‘fascinates the sense and
forcibly detains the attention of all around’ — ‘British Gallery, Pall Mall, Morning Herald,
28 January 1825.
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FIGURE 3  G.H. Phillips after Francis Danby, An Enchanted Island, 1825, mezzotint engraving.
The painting is in a private collection.
© THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM

individual pleasure akin to that of eating a good pudding. To understand the
concern of the Examiner and other papers with the potency of contemporary
art, we need to see their criticism in the larger context of middle-class English
nationalism. It needs to be understood in relation to a larger pattern of critical
discourse in which nations were pictured like manly individuals in competition
with one another, and it was imperative to assert the ‘vigour’ of the national
school. Incapacity in High Art was equivalent to a deficiency in the nation’s col-
lective virility. To have failed to produce High Art was evidence of the debilitat-
ing effects of luxury (a term with markedly feminine connotations), and of the
absence of manly public spirit among those responsible for the nation’s destiny.

In the course of a commentary on the limitations of the Royal Academicians
from 1817 Hunt observed, ‘It is one of the main propensities of genius to triumph
over difficulties in its unquenchable ardour for eminence: and the want of
resolution to confront and combat them argues a dwarfishness of mind, a
puerility of spirit, disowned and disdained by true genius’3? If the patron class
did not care enough for High Art to support it, then the leaders of the artistic
community must propagate and raise such an art by their own energy and force

39  ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 490 (18 May 1817).
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of will. The main exponents of High Art described themselves, and were in turn
described, as the martyred heroes of the British School. A key figure in this
martyrology was James Barry, who characterised his aims, in letters published
posthumously in 1809, as a Quixotic endeavour to establish ‘a solid manly taste
for real art in the place of our trifling, contemptible passion for the daubing
of little inconsequential things, portraits of dogs, landscapes, &c’ — a type of
picture that had served only to ‘disgrace’ Britain to the rest of Europe.*° The
campaign for High Art was thus represented as a struggle on the part of lone
artist-heroes to save the nation’s honour from the slur of aesthetic effeminacy;
Benjamin Robert Haydon’s career can partly be understood as an acting out
of this ideology of patriotic combat with brush and palette.* The type of
individual genius who could labour in such a contest was only conceivable
as masculine. It is thus not surprising that Hunt, one of Haydon’s staunchest
supporters, should assert in his obituary of Angelica Kauffman in 1808 that ‘the
grandeur of epic painting has never been conceived by female hand. In poetry,
painting and musical composition, its best strength has been adequate only to
the gentler feelings of the human heart’42

While the Examiner’s art criticism did not incorporate the category of
‘woman of genius’ its literary reviews did — although it probably regarded her
province as distinct (and ultimately inferior) from that of male genius. Thus,
it applauded the sentimental, and highly successful, romantic poetry of ‘L.E.L’
(Letitia Elizabeth Landon), which some other periodicals criticised as being
not only repetitive, but also as trivial and even pernicious. While acknow-
ledging the limited range of L.E.Ls talents, the Examiner praised her ‘general
powers, and said it would be as ‘ungrateful’ to criticise her for being great
in ‘one branch of composition only’, as it would be to criticise Claude for
not being Raphael.#3 If there was rather more ideological space for a woman

40  James Barry to the Duke of Richmond, 29 August 1773, in Barry 1809, vol. 1, p. 241.

41 For Haydon on the nation’s need for great art, see ‘On the Cartoon of Raphael, Annals
of the Fine Arts, 4 (1819), pp. 559—62. For changing conceptions of artistic genius in this
period, see Kriz 1997.

42 ‘Angelica Kaufman', Examiner, no. 3 (17 January 1808).

43  The phrase ‘woman of genius’ occurs in a review of Hannah More’s Moral Sketches of
Prevailing Opinions and Manners, in Examiner, no. 625 (19 December 1819). (The paper did
not regard More as one and objected strongly to her theology). Review of The Troubadour
and Other Poems by L.E.L., Examiner, no. 915 (14 August 1825). For Landon’s tragic career,
see Blanchard 1841.

As a measure of the Examiner’s relative enlightenment it may be noted that almost
contemporaneously the London Magazine, in the years before it passed into Bentham-
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writer of genius, as the Examiner’s position suggests, this is likely to have
been both because painting was a professionalised trade, difficult of access to
women, because the representation of the naked body was central to its highest
achievements, and because those genres in which women did make substantial
contributions — such as portraiture and still-life — were devalued. Further, the
artist had to move in the public realm in ways the writer did not.

To some extent Hunt's heavy masculinisation of pictorial practice looks
a little out of place juxtaposed with the rather more liberal positions that
the Examiner adopted on the role of women more generally. For instance, at
the time of the Queen Caroline trial in 1820, the paper published a sequence
of articles attacking the behaviour of George 1v and his supporters through
a scathing critique of the double standard. The monarch should not expect
a standard from Caroline different from that which applied to himself, for
‘adultery is either a crime in everybody, or it is not’ Prevailing social mores
made virtue a sham, and indeed had morally deleterious effects, for they were
contrary to natural sympathies and caused extensive unhappiness, infidelity,
and prostitution. The laws of society had been made by men in a barbaric
period; they were selfish and unjust, and represented an abuse of power.#** This
position was consonant with that of Bentham who, while he argued that man
should be the master in the domestic sphere and function as the guardian of
his wife, also insisted that the offences relating to the duties of both partners
were entirely reciprocal 4>

ite hands, regularly published reviews and articles that asserted roundly that there had
been no great women writers not just because of the limitations of women’s educa-
tion, but because the inherent character of their sex suited them to ‘inactive, peace-
ful and domestic offices, and barred them from the ‘external duties of life. Women
are great in ‘conversational qualities), but can never attain ‘extremes of intellect, ‘pro-
fundity of thought and sublimity of imagination’ See ‘Differences between the Men-
tal Powers of the Sexes — Letters from the Country, no. 11, London Magazine, series 1,
u (March 1824), pp. 293-9. Cf. ‘The Drama, London Magazine, series 1, 7 (April 1823);
‘The Drama, London Magazine, series 1, 1 (January 1824); ‘Notes from the Pocket-Book
of a Late Opium-Eater, no. 1v, False Distinctions, London Magazine, series 1, 9 (June
1824).

44  This account of the Examiner’s position is based on: ‘Question between the King and
Queen’, Examiner, no. 650 (11 June 1820); ‘Meeting of the House of Lords and the Queen,
Examiner, no. 660 (20 August 1820); ‘Brief Summary of the Various Points of Cruelty and
Injustice, in the late Persecution of the Queen — and its General Results’, Examiner, no. 675
(3 December1820). For the significance of the case, see Laqueur 1982. Support for Caroline
transcended normal political loyalties — see Davidoff and Hall 1987, pp. 149-55.

45  Bentham 1988 (2), pp. 258—60, 280—3.
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The Examiner’s critique of what it described elsewhere as the ‘wrongs of
woman’ needs to be understood in relation to its larger critique of aristo-
cratic manners. A recurrent image in the paper was that of the lower-class
woman seduced, or threatened by the upper-class male.#¢ In 1825 it attacked
the morals of the aristocracy by citing a court case in which the son of a
‘Right Honourable’ had married the daughter of his father’s huntsman, sep-
arated from her shortly after, and then sued for damages nine years later
because she had lived with another man and had children with him. Such
cases showed that the British aristocracy was ‘frivolous, heartless, insolent,
and sensual;, a ‘class in which the extreme of what is contemptible and per-
nicious is oftener found than in any other'#” Predictably, the Examiner also
attacked aristocratic marriage practices, in which, it charged, the interests
of ‘wealth and birth’ took precedence over ‘affection and moral propriety’.48
Implicit in this critique is a conception of human nature that represents the
viewpoint of the liberal middle class. The Examiner characterised relations
between the sexes as a natural function that should be governed by a nat-
ural morality, by reason and affection.® This conception included an image of
woman as predisposed to specific character traits and concomitant norms of
behaviour. Men were the ‘natural guardians of the female sex), while women
had a ‘natural desire’ to experience ‘nuptial bliss’5° However, women were
capable of acts of public virtue, at least in so far as they involved support
of a husband or a brother. In 1821 the paper took exception to an article in
The Times, which asserted that the behaviour of Mary Ann Carlile, sister of
the radical publisher Richard Carlile, was immodest and unfeminine. It was,
the Examiner claimed, fully consistent with ‘the nature and habits’ of their

46  Seetheremarkable account of the pursuit of a young woman by a ‘young man of fashion’ in
‘The Wishing Cap, No. v, “On Seeing a Pigeon Make Love”’, Examiner, no. 848 (2 May 1824).
The author’s capacity to see things from the woman'’s position is notable: ‘What is sport
to the man in these cases, is very often death to the lady". See also the letter ‘Seduction’,
Examiner, no. 980 (12 November 1826).

47  ‘High Life Morality’, Examiner, no. 919 (11 September 1825).

48  ‘Marriage Laws) Examiner, no. 845 (11 April 1824). The paper also called for an ending of the
Church of England’s monopoly on the marriage rite and the institution of a civil marriage
contract.

49  Asin other respects, it offered the example of the United States as a more natural order.
See the review of View of Society and Manners in America, by an Englishwoman, in ‘Literary
Notices', Examiner, no. 712 (26 August 1821).

50  These phrases come from ‘Fine Arts, Examiner, no. 669 (22 October 1820), and a review
of Lucy Aiken’s Memoirs of the Court of Queen Elizabeth, Examiner, no. 719 (14 October
1821).
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sex for women to support their male relatives against the misuse of power,
indeed to do so demonstrated ‘the finest impulse of affection and moral cour-
age’s!

This sensitivity to some of the injustices perpetrated against women and
hints that they should play a role in the public sphere (albeit a subordinate
one) suggests that some of the Examiner’s writers may have been aware of
Bentham’s support for female enfranchisement, and his critique of prevailing
laws as they bore on relations between the sexes.5? The paper also gave signs
of being sympathetic to the most advanced feminism of the period, that of
elements in the Owenite Movement. While it consistently described Owen'’s
theory as Utopian, the Examiner also praised his efforts as an ‘unmixed good’,
and hailed the establishment of Owenite communities, because they would
show the more equitable distribution of wealth possible in a less ‘artificial’ and
‘immoral state of society’? In a very favourable review of the first numbers of
the Co-operative Magazine in 1826, it described the Owenites as ‘distinguished
by amiable and virtuous dispositions’ and referred to what has been described
as the founding text of socialist feminism, William Thompson’s Appeal of One-
Half the Human Race, Women, against the Pretensions of the other half, Men,
to retain them in political and thence in civil and domestic slavery (1825), as
just and convincing’5* Nonetheless, it would be inappropriate to discover
in the Examiner a kind of proto-feminism. Its position would probably be
better defined as a philanthropy towards women, consonant with middle-class
norms of domesticity and gentility. Considering the role or religion in the self-
effacement of middle-class women, it may be significant that it was a paper
with a secular tone, in which discussions of religion had a small place except
where they bore on liberal politics.

51 ‘Persecution — the Carliles, Examiner, no. 722 (25 November 1821). A prosecution of Mary
Carlile for ‘impious and blasphemous libel’ was instigated by the Society for the Suppres-
sion of Vice in July 1821. On Richard Carlile, see Thompson 1963, Chapter 16.

52  Boralevi 1987, pp. 166—70, 172. Boralevi, however, certainly goes too far in describing
Bentham as ‘the father of historical feminism’ (p. 165). See also Williford 197s5. It is worth
noting in this connection that Bentham also had an exceptionally enlightened attitude
towards male-male sexual practices, arguing that they were a ‘natural’ form of behaviour
and should be decriminalised. See Dellamora 1990, pp. 12-14, 244 1. 68.

53  ‘Mr. Owen’s Plan — Establishment at Harmony', Examiner, no. 922 (2 October 1825).

54  ‘Literary Notices, Examiner, no. 938 (29 January 1826). On Thompson’s Appeal, and on
Owenism and feminism more generally, see Taylor 1983, esp. pp. 17, 22—4. Although,
following Taylor, I attribute the Appeal to Thompson, the role of Anna Wheeler in its
making should be noted.
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Seen in relation to the ideas on politics, social progress, literature, and art
that cluster in the Examiner, the appraisals of Martin and Danby I discussed
earlier seem informed by much larger concerns. Literature and art are clearly
connected with the ‘march of social circumstance’ with the progress of intellect
and the forces that would ultimately defeat ‘Legitimacy’ In a review of the
Royal Academy exhibition of 1821 Hunt asserted that the pleasures of taste
were next in value to those of domestic morality and patriotism. Those who
had ‘so far risen above the common capacities and pursuits of their race’ as
to contribute to the nation’s stock of these ‘invaluable pleasures’ deserved
its gratitude. Martin was listed among those who were currently ‘running
the race of moral and intellectual glory’ together with Bentham, Cartwright,
Bennet, Byron, Campbell, Scott, Davy, Haydon and Hilton. All these had given
‘the best possible direction to their natural powers for the advantage of their
species’? The value that the Examiner placed on intellectual power, whether
it be in political theory, legislation, philosophy, literature, or art, meant that
its criticism was predisposed to valorise the works of Martin and Danby as a
manifestation of progress. But its emphasis on the power of intellect meant
that it effectively masculinised the new type of public benefactor, with which
it replaced the heroic public man of civic humanist discourse. Martial virtues
ceased to be qualifications for the public sphere, but it remained an essentially
masculine realm.

Hunt's ideal of a virile genius was grounded in the very high value he accor-
ded the poetic and the immense power he claimed for it. But from a philosoph-
ical perspective which questioned that the effects of such power were either
beneficial or useful, the artist could be a less heroic type, and maybe even a
woman. For a brief moment in the mid-1820s, the Philosophic Radicals shed
the cold light of the Utilitarian principle on aristocratic culture, and sought
to demystify art by showing that it functioned as a vehicle of reactionary social
interests. At the same time, they came close to neutering genius. In the pages of
the Westminster Review they expressed a disdain for mere ‘literature’ and ‘what
are called the fine arts’ that echoed the value system of Bentham'’s Rationale
of Reward, and clearly articulated the class outlook underlying this critique:
‘There is a small class of readers in this country who are Somebody, and there
is a very large class who are Nobody’. This class of Somebodies (‘a gang of about
a hundred and eighty families’) depended for their wealth on an unjust system

55  ‘Royal Academy’, Examiner, no. 697 (13 May 1821). Figures in this list lesser known today
include the lawyer and progressive politician Henry Grey Bennet, who advocated Catholic
Emancipation and defended Queen Caroline at her trial; Major John Cartwright, the
suffrage reformer; Thomas Campbell, the poet; and the history painter William Hilton.
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of taxation, and ran government as ‘a means of provision’ for themselves and
their dependants. And ‘besides this substantial privilege’ ‘the Somebodys have
also assumed that of having a circle of taste exclusively their own; of keeping at
a distance any Nobody who dares approach; and at the expense of the excluded
class, indulging in all the pleasure of arrogance and malignity’.>¢ These priv-
ileges were partly reproduced by the universities where the study of ancient
languages was pursued as a ‘substitute’ for ‘useful inquiry’ The Westminster
Review damned the preoccupation with ‘polite literature’ as ‘the disease of the
age), and on a number of occasions accused poets generally of an unfortunate
tendency to aristocratic sympathies because of the appeal of feudalism to the
literary imagination.

In the London Magazine the critique of the aesthetic was not so extreme,
but the poetic principle was not accorded the status it enjoyed in the Exam-
iner, where Utilitarian influence was less marked. The emasculation of art
that accompanied this critique was strikingly consonant with the Radicals’
advanced views on the capacities of women; for them, the mysteries of art and
received views of the inferiority of female capacities were alike barbaric rem-
nants of an earlier stage of social development.5”

Benthamism in the London Magazine

The London Magazine is well known to historians of literature, but its reputa-
tion rests mainly on the first series from January 1820 to December 1824, when
writers such as Carlyle, Clare, De Quincey, Hazlitt, Lamb, and Stendhal were
among the contributors. However, it is the third series of 1828—9 that interests
me here. Editorship of the magazine was taken over by the Philosophic Radical
Henry Southern at the end of 1824, and he became its proprietor in September
1825. In April 1828 it was bought by Charles Knight, and run by him and Barry
St Leger until its demise in the following year. From early 1821 onwards the Lon-
don Magazine consistently took a liberal position, and it became a committed
advocate of parliamentary reform and repeal of the Corn Laws.>® Unlike the

56  Review of Washington Irving’s Tales of a Traveler, Westminster Review, 2 (October 1824).
This phase of the magazine’s history is discussed in Nesbitt 1934, Chapter 5. See also
Thomas 1979, pp. 157-67.

57  On the stadial theory of social development that the Benthamites took from the Scot-
tish School and the condition of women as an index of progress within it, see Chapter
One.

58  Bauer 1953, pp. 89—91. Bauer underestimates the interest of the second and third series
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Examiner, it was primarily a literary and artistic review, and its coverage of cur-
rent politics was less direct than that of a Sunday paper, while its coverage of
contemporary literature was broader. This means that the London Magazine's
art criticism was framed somewhat differently from that of the Examiner.

In its third series, the London Magazine began to celebrate the decline
of a militaristic mentality it associated with aristocracy, and proclaimed the
advancement of knowledge and virtues of peace. Britain being a country in
which five-sixths of power, two-thirds of wealth, and nine-tenths of intelligence
came from the ‘commercial classes), it was improper that government contin-
ued to be dominated by the ‘aristocracy and landed interest’ and headed by a
general who ran it for their benefit.5° The London Magazine objected to ‘real
property’ being defined only in terms of land, and, concomitantly, it attacked
the ‘narrow, selfish, aristocratical, and territorial spirit of the mass of country
gentlemen’, and their abuse of power in the magistracy.°

While the magazine was not oblivious to the dehumanising effects of com-
mercial civilization, it maintained that all its ‘barter and brokerage’ was at least
superior to the ‘armed legions of olden time’ Viewing the commercial centre
of London and the port, one writer noted the contrast between ‘the incess-
ant toil for the support of individual respectability and luxury’, and the ‘many’
who are ‘naked, starving, and utterly forsaken of men’, But any hope of reliev-
ing these unfortunates was deemed ‘probably utopian) and such concerns were
lost among the magazine’s incessant paeans to progress. Britain’s destiny was
to ‘subdue the earth’ through commerce, which would carry the ‘seeds of know-
ledge and truth into the most distant regions’. The ‘cranes and wagons’ and the
noise of workshops were not ‘vulgar things’, for they were ‘accomplishing the
purposes of Providence’.5!

From the London Magazine'’s perspective, the great problem for the nation
was not the cultural effects of capitalism, but the aristocracy, which was stand-
ing still ‘in the midst of improvement’ While ‘every other class’ was ‘advancing
in knowledge, liberality and sound principle) the aristocracy was ‘as firmly
attached to bygone policy and obsolete prejudices’ as their ancestors were to

and her assertion (p. 328) that the Fine Arts were not covered in the magazine after 1825 is
incorrect. Art reviews ceased in 1826—7, but were resumed in 1828—9. I have discussed the
art criticism of the second series in Hemingway 1992, pp. 125-34.

59  ‘The New Ministry, London Magazine, series 3,1 (July 1828).

60  ‘Reforms in the Law, No. 1v — The Magistracy Bill, London Magazine, series 3,1 (July 1828).

61 ‘The Colosseum, London Magazine, series 3, 3 (February 1829). See also the celebration
of the spectacle of commerce and industry in the Pool of London, in ‘Private Bills of the
Session 1828, London Magazine, series 3, 2 (September 1828).
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feudalism.®2 Like the Examiner, the London Magazine pilloried the intellectual
limitations of the landed classes and attacked the public school system.63 It
condemned the personal display and ritualised manners of high life and the
world of fashion.64 Religion had been spoilt in the ‘gilded drawing room, while
love and ‘the endearments of courtship’ were reduced there to a ‘mere dead
and unaffecting show’. Fashion corrupted all it touched, including the arts.6>
As we have seen, the Examiner’s heroic model of artistic genius was partly
premised on a notion of British cultural virility that was rooted in the larger
middle-class nationalism of the period. By contrast, an article simply titled
‘Notes on Art, which appeared in the London Magazine in April 1828, took the
strikingly anti-national position that there neither was, nor had been, a Brit-
ish School, and asserted that the nation’s art was inferior to that of France.
This position may be related to the Philosophic Radicals’ objection to the cur-
rent francophobia of much of the periodical press.56 According to the London
Magazine’s critic, great art had to be infused with a sense of vitality throughout,
which showed that the artist was truly enamoured with his subject, that he
painted natural objects ‘con amore’ Their lack of concern with details and
their tendency to over-generalise showed that British artists generally did not
have ‘sufficient spirit of sympathy with external nature’ to animate the objects
they painted. Moreover, the times were unpropitious to great painting, because
they were full of momentous events and issues of public concern that temp-
ted artists into the delusive realm of historical painting, distracting them from
what should be their real preoccupation — humble subjects of visual interest.
The progress of knowledge also tended to mislead artists, who felt they ought
to keep up with the developments of abstract reason: ‘Works of art and fancy,
painting and poetry ... flourish most in the early stages of civilization, before
philosophy and science have too much generalised or multiplied the ordinary

62 ‘A Comparative View of the State of Trade in the Years 1826, 7, & 8, London Magazine, series
3, 2 (October 1828).

63 See, for instance, ‘The Duke of Newcastle’s Opinions upon Toleration and Liberality’,
London Magazine, series 3, 2 (October 1828), p. 356. On the public schools, see ‘Diary for
the Month of April, London Magazine, series 3, 3 (May 1829).

64  For a brilliant critique of fashion as a principle of social ontology, see ‘On Fashion’ and
‘More Fashions’, London Magazine, series 2, 2 (August 1825), pp. 585-92, (September 1825),
pp. 88-95.

65  ‘The Religious World Displayed in a Series of Sketches Chiefly from the Life of the Rev.
Edward Irving, London Magazine, series 3, 2 (August 1828), pp. 46—7.

66 See, for example, ‘Periodical Literature, The Edinburgh Review’, Westminster Review, 1, 1
(April1924), pp. 521-5.
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topics of reflection ... Art is the growth of individual genius, and of individual
observation; it is making much out of a little; whereas general reasoning and
knowledge consist in reducing a great deal in to a small compass’. The ima-
gination could not keep up with the understanding, and with the progress of
knowledge art tended to be measured by a false standard, for it could not give
‘a concrete representation of all that the other suggests in the abstract’. In what
I take to be a jibe at Martin, the critic complains that everything has to be con-
ceived on a huge scale.®” For him, art was not intertwined with progress as other
liberal critics were claiming;%8 rather its greatest utility was in an earlier stage
of social development — a position comparable to that taken by the Westmin-
ster Review in 1824—5 and which also arrives at the same judgment as Hegel, if
by rather a different route.

Applied to the 1828 Academy show, these criteria led the London Magazine’s
reviewer to liken the effect of Turner’s Dido Directing the Equipment of the
Fleet, or the Morning of the Carthaginian Empire (Tate Gallery, London) to the
perceptions of an epileptic. The response to Danby’s An Attempt to lllustrate
the Opening of the Sixth Seal ( fig. 4) is yet more revealing:

On the whole, we think his performance the triumph of this sort of
apocalyptic painting, which is founded on faith, rather than reason; and
which, instead of imitating, reverses all we know of nature. The antithesis,
is, however, marked and intelligible. The sun is black, the moon red, the
earth blue, the flesh green, &c. We know what we have to expect; there is
a sufficient unity and keeping in contradiction and absurdity, and not a
mere aggregate of littleness and confusion. It is like Mr Shelley’s poetry,
fanatical and self-willed, but better articulated and made out. We do not
applaud the class; we cannot deny the merit of the execution.

Earlier in the review, the critic had observed that it was useless for Protestant
monarchs to patronise art, for only the Catholic religion blended ‘sensible
objects and lofty imagination together in an indissoluble union’ and proceeded
to claim (absurdly) that to have eminent painters, Britain would have to part
with its constitutional monarchy: ‘We prefer to all the glories of art, the light of
freedom, and the sober gifts of its dry nurse, reason’. Contemporary art, tended
mainly to the ‘prosaic and commonplace) but when it did not, ‘It only flies out
in to excess and violence, soars beyond the ‘visible diurnal sphere), becomes as

67 ‘Notes on Art, London Magazine, series 3, 1,1 (April 1928).
68 For instance, the London Magazine’s own art critic in the second series.



GENIUS, GENDER, AND PROGRESS 173

FIGURE 4  Francis Danby, An Attempt to Illustrate the Opening of the Sixth Seal, 1828, oil on
canvas, 73 x101% in (1854 x 2580 cm) National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin
PHOTO: © NATIONAL GALLERY OF IRELAND

wild as the dreams of Swedenborgianism, turns the world upside down, and
produces only prodigies and distortion’6?

This critique connects poetry, irrationalism and political reaction in a way
that again parallels the Westminster Review's response to contemporary literat-
ure, and is more than a merely philistine response. The most successful works of
Martin and Danby (whatever their differences) depended on a kind of spectac-
ular display of apocalyptic fantasies designed to appeal to the lowest common
denominator of popular middle-class taste at a time when such fantasies were
much in vogue.” They were hardly the elevated exercise of the imagination
Hunt made them out to be, and partisans of Enlightenment might well ques-
tion their value.

69  ‘Notes on Art, The Exhibition of the Royal Academy’, London Magazine, series 3, 1, 3 (June
1828).

70  For the class base of Martin’s art, see my ‘The Politics of Style: Allston’s and Martin’s
Belshazzars Compared’, in Hemingway and Alan Wallach (eds.) 2015, pp. 122—43. Martin
Myrone argues for a different view in his John Martin: Art, Taste and the Spectacle of
Culture, in Myrone (ed.) 2o11, pp. n-21.
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Growing Benthamite influence in the London Magazine was signalled by a
long article on the Lancastrian System and other attempts to provide element-
ary education that opened the third series. This stated emphatically that there
was a ‘new power’ in society, ‘the power of working people to read, and, there-
fore, to think’; a power that made ‘the ultimate amelioration of the human race
quite certain’” Equally Benthamite were statements in the literary reviews to
the effect that the laws of property were unjust to women, and that they should
have ‘equal rights’ in the ‘republic of letters’ The magazine’s reviewers avoided
the condescending gallantry of much criticism of the period (including that
of the London Magazine itself in 1826—7), and the editor opined that, ‘We are
inclined to think a mere compliment to the sex of a writer, a perfect insult to
her intellectual equality’”?The magazine’s new orientation was signalled by a
repeated insistence that art and literature should effectively contribute to the
process of human ‘amelioration’ by offering a significant moral message in a
clear and popular form. Its rather mixed response to the work of Danby and
Martin can be explained in relation to what appears a general commitment
to this criterion among contributors, and a corresponding aversion to what it
described as ‘mysticism’ in literature. Thus the London Magazine conceded the
merit of Wordsworth and Coleridge, but claimed their theories had led them
into ‘the most outrageous absurdities’ They had ‘failed to seize upon the prac-
tical point of sympathy with the age in which they live’, whereas the popularity
of Byron and Scott was ‘unbounded’, because they wrote for the ‘great family
of mankind’ The London Magazine set itself against those men of genius who
always sought the mysterious and devalued the ‘intelligible’ and ‘popular’. ‘We,
on the contrary, are inclined to maintain that nothing ever really permanent
and excellent was not popular, in the most extended sense of the word’”3 This
echoes the position taken in an extended critique of modem German literat-
ure, which had appeared in May 1828, where it was argued that ‘unnecessary
involvement and gratuitous obscurity’, of which some German writers were

71 ‘Education of the People), London Magazine, series 3, 1 (April 1828), pp. 12—13. Cf. ‘Popular
Education), London Magazine, series 3, 3 (May 1829).

72 ‘The Editor's Room, London Magazine, series 3, 1 (June 1828). However, the limitations of
the editor’s egalitarian vision are indicated by the ideal woman he describes in ‘A Few
Dogmas on Women)', London Magazine, series 3, 1, 2 (May 1828). She is a woman whose
mind is brilliant, and who ‘shines in and enjoys the world’, but finds ‘her heart’s happiness
at home’ (p. 308). For an example of the new reviewing style, see ‘Miss Mitford’s Tragedy
of Rienzi), London Magazine, series 3, 2 (November 1828), pp. 525-35.

73 ‘The Editor’s Room, London Magazine, series 3, 2 (October 1828), p. 428.
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guilty, were not characteristic of the great writers of the past.” The aversion to
‘mysticism’ that the London Magazine displayed in relation to German Roman-
ticism was extended to its French counterpart in a review of Victor Hugo's Les
Orientales in 1829, which advised the author to look for subjects other than the
‘shastly and disgusting) and pleaded for the ‘romantic’ to be ‘somewhat more
soberly indulged in — kept a little within the bounds of reason and probability,
and restrained from encroaching on the regions of frenzy’.”>

The ideal of wholesome and intelligible art was also propagated in the Lon-
don Magazine’s drama criticism, where it verged on the prudish. On several
occasions the magazine complained of the ‘profligacy’ of recent theatre, and
argued that many plays (including Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure) were
unfit for the stage because of the ‘direct naming and representing’ of ‘indecent
acts), unacceptable both by women actors and before female audiences. It rejec-
ted the view that ‘purity’ was ‘allied to dullness’, and claimed that the ‘noblest’
intellects had ‘always’ realised their greatest successes through a combination
of loftiness of principle and the exquisite beauty of delicacy’.”® Consonant with
this stress on the didactic function of the arts, when the London Magazine's
art critic praised Benjamin Robert Haydon’s Hogarthian picture The Chairing
of the Member ( fig. 5), it was because it was a non-heroic subject with a use-
ful moral. This illustrated the general thesis: ‘In painting, as in poetry, an heroic
subject is not essentially necessary to the development of the very highest ima-
ginative powers; and the scenes of familiar life are certainly more difficult to
represent, not only with perfect truth, but with truth lighted up by the brilliant
hues which only genius can bestow’ (my emphasis). Haydon'’s picture vividly
depicted the evils arising from the system of imprisonment for small debts,
and for this reason it was valuable.”” Such narrowly didactic criteria, based in
an essentially secular morality, were not congruent with the spectacular effects
and supernatural subjects of Martin and Danby.

As we have seen, the work of these artists was directly linked with Romantic
poetry in the London Magazine’s review of the 1828 Academy exhibition. In the

74  ‘The Mystic School, London Magazine, series 3,1 (May 1828). In its first series the London
Magazine had given a lot of attention to German literature. On the reception of German
Romanticism, see Stokoe 1926 and Vaughan 1979.

75  ‘Modern French Poetry’, London Magazine, series 3, 3 (March 1929), p. 242.

76 ‘The Present Proceedings of the Theatres) London Magazine, series 3, 3 (May 1829), p. 432.
Cf. ‘Diary for the Month of November’, London Magazine, series 3, 3, 10 (January 1829),
pp- 66—7.

77  ‘Mr.Haydon's Picture of Chairing the Members’ (sic), London Magazine, series 3, 2 (Novem-
ber 1828).
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FIGURE 5  Benjamin Robert Haydon, The Chairing of the Member, 1828, oil on canvas,
60x75%% in (152.4 x191.8cm) Tate Britain
© TATE, LONDON, 2015

following year, when the magazine reported the burning of York Minster by
Jonathan Martin, the brother of the artist, as a protest against the profligacy of
the clergy, it connected the dreams that had inspired the incendiarism with
‘the recent literary fashion of talking of dreams and omens as things to be
attended to’. While it disclaimed the idea that Jonathan Martin’s mind had
been shaken by such literature, ‘We do think that such things being frequently
brought before the minds of weak and slightly-educated people may have an
effect little thought of indeed by the writers to whom we allude’”® Seeing
education as the primary means of spreading enlightenment, and regarding
much of the population as standing in need of their own paternalistic guidance,
the Benthamites viewed the vogue for supernatural effects in the arts (as in

78  ‘Diary for the Month of February, London Magazine, series 3, 3 (March 1829). No mention
is made of Jonathan Martin’s connection with the artist, but this is not surprising given
that the latter was not mentioned during the trial. For Jonathan Martin, see Feaver 1975,
PP- 58-9, 223 n. 66.
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Danby’s An Attempt to Illustrate the Opening of the Sixth Seal) as obscurantist
and potentially dangerous.

I do not wish to present the text of the London Magazine as a seamless unity;
it would be surprising if it were. And I must acknowledge that the very same
number contained a review of the British Institution exhibition which praised
Danby’s The Moon Rising over a Wild and Mountainous Country (whereabouts
unknown), and Sunset (Graves Art Gallery, Sheffield) — although neither of
these were apocalyptic works.”” However, I do want to suggest that given
the nature of the Benthamites’ social vision,8° it is entirely consistent that a
magazine like the London Magazine, in which their influence was pronounced,
should contain criticism that was averse to poetic landscape and some types of
romantic literature.

Genius, Gender, and Progress

The London Magazine gave its own judgment on the organ of extreme Ben-
thamism in its final number in 1829. Although the Westminster Review’s critique
of church, state, and society was ‘possibly a very meritorious one), it was too
negative and too abstract ever to become ‘very popular’; the author concluded:
‘Our passion for the utile as opposed to the dulce is not quite so violent as that
of the scribes in the Westminster’8! Nonetheless, if the London Magazine was
more favourable to the poetic principle than the Westminster Review, like that
magazine it had recast artistic genius in a less heroic and more philosophical
mould. In contrast to the hero/martyr described by Barry and Haydon, who
gave his great works to an uncomprehending public out of a selfless patriot-
ism, the London Magazine offered an image of the artist who responded to the

79  ‘Notes on Art, London Magazine, series 3, 3, 12 (March 1829). For these pictures, see
Greenacre 1988, pp. 104-5. Later in the year the London Magazine printed a long and
enthusiastic review of Turner’s Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus (Tate Gallery, London), which
asserted that although the effect was ‘unnatural, it was so ‘poetical’ as to force on the
spectator the belief that however Mount Gibel now appeared, it must have looked as
Turner had depicted it in ‘olden time’: ‘Turner is romantic, but he romances with taste
and the poet’s spirit’ See ‘The Exhibition of the Royal Academy’, London Magazine, series
3, 3,15 (June 1829).

80 For example, see ‘Fables of the Holy Alliance, Rhymes on the Road, etc. etc., Westminster
Review, 1, 1 (January 1824); ‘Tales of a Traveller, By Geoffrey Crayon Gent., Westminster
Review, 2, 4 (June 1824).

81  ‘The Reviews of the Quarter, London Magazine, series 3, 3, 15 (June 1829), pp. 589—90.
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‘enthusiasm’ of a whole people, ‘Genius is but a particle caught up and exal-
ted by the general flame: no man is great or excellent but by sympathy with
the spirit of the age or country in which he lives’. Patronage in itself was inef-
fectual to bring forth great art, and the magazine criticised British patrons for
acting solely from a mixture of ‘jealousy and pride’. They (the ‘Somebodys’ that
the Westminster Review had identified in 1824) had no real enthusiasm for art,
but gave only so as to be confirmed in the superiority of their ‘rank and for-
tune’82 Underlying these statements was a recognition that patronage implied
subservience, a position made yet more explicit in a review of Martin Archer
Shee’s works in the Westminster Review in 1820. Like a number of texts by bour-
geois radicals that appeared in the following decades, this insisted that artistic
achievement was inextricably connected with ‘liberty’ and that the aristocratic
principle of patronage was antithetical to it.83

Neither the London Magazine nor the Examiner were as consistent in their
radicalism as the Westminster Review which, while it represented the ‘middle
class’ as the ‘strength of the community’3+ also found it politically timid, and
called on it to ‘vindicate’ its ‘rank in the Commonwealth’85 Like those journals,
it described the landed classes as operating a form of conspiracy against other
forms of property through the agency of the state. It was emphatic in its anti-
clericalism, its support for complete religious toleration, and its anti-slavery
stance.8¢ It was also consistent in its statements on the talents of women.
The second number of the magazine contained an attack on the pervasive
idea of ‘female character’ by the young J.S. Mill, and later articles by different
authors took similar positions. A critique of chivalry, attributed to William
Stevenson, asserted, ‘When women are regarded and treated as they ought to
be, then will manners be what they ought to be; and what is of much greater
moment, both sexes will co-operate, though by different means, towards the

82 ‘Notes on Art), London Magazine, series 3, 1,1 (April 1828). Cf. Shee’s description of ‘men of
genius’ as luminous points on the great disc of society’, in Shee 1805, p. 31 n.

83 ‘Patronage of Art, Westminster Review, vol. 12, no. 25 (July 1830). See the discussion of the
positions of Thomas Wyse and Edward Edwards in Chapter Three.

84  Review of Bentham’s Chrestomathia and Public Education, Westminster Review, 1,1 (Janu-
ary 1824).

85  Review of William Godwin's History of the Commonwealth of England, Westminster Review,
8,16 (October 1827). Cf. ‘Radical Reform, Westminster Review, 12, 23 (January 1830).

86 ‘Corporations and Test Acts), Westminster Review, 9, no. 17 (January 1828); ‘Disabilities of
the Jews, Westminster Review, 19, 20 (April 1829) — ‘The Jews are as true-born Englishmen
as one half of the nobility’ (p. 438); ‘Slavery in the West Indies, Westminster Review, 11, 22
(October 1829).
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advancement of society in knowledge and happiness. Women should therefore
‘discountenance’ any behaviour not based on the premise that they were equal
to men in ‘their capacity for knowledge and usefulness’8”

The implication of this was that when the Westminster reviewed L.E.Ls
poems, it criticised the author for colluding with stereotypes of women by her
concentration on the theme of love, and described her romantic male heroes
as barbaric types because of their martial attributes.88 Conversely, it rebutted
use of the term ‘masculine’ in criticism of Lady Morgan’s writings, because of
her ‘disdain for many of the sentiments and prejudices of her own sex’ and her
‘spirited adoption of opinions of her own upon many points, with regard to
which, the orthodox have decreed, that no female upon any pretence should
hold any opinion underived from authority’8® What such criticism suggests is
that the Benthamites wished to end the ‘effeminacy’ of women and recast them
in the mould of a masculine type, that they had no way of giving a positive
value to what were seen as characteristically female attributes of sympathy and
imagination.®°

For the Westminster, the progress of literature was intimately bound up
with the progress of science, and science advanced through the efforts of
men who had filently, and almost imperceptibly, changed the whole face
of some great department of human knowledge' Such individuals might be
‘comparatively unknown’ in their day, and others might ‘attract more notice
from the crowd,, for the philosopher, ‘though he may produce incalculable
good, can only do so by degrees almost impalpable to common observation..
Nonetheless, philosophers were the ‘real fountain of blessings’ to humanity,
and those who it ought ‘principally to honour’9! This model of the philosopher
as benefactor is considerably removed from the heavily masculinised heroic
intellects that artists such as Haydon pictured themselves, who are closer to the
martial ideal of public man associated with aristocratic culture. Its presence in
the Westminster Review goes some way to explaining why the magazine could
insist on the equality of women thinkers, and why the heroic artist does not
figure in the London Magazine in its Benthamite phase. The mundane themes

87  ‘The History of Chivalry, or Knighthood and its Times), Westminster Review, 5, 9 (January
1826).

88  ‘Poetry of L.E.L., Westminster Review, 7,13 (January 1827). The magazine also attacked the
prevalent view that for a woman to attempt to support herself was degrading.

89  ‘National Tales of Ireland’, Westminster Review, 9,18 (April 1828).

go It is significant in this respect that Bentham’s moral theory excluded the principle of
sympathy — see Bentham 1988 (2), pp. 13-16.

91 ‘Rationale of Judicial Evidence. J. Bentham', Westminster Review, 9, 17 (January 1828).
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recommended in the London Magazine’s review of Haydon's Chairing of the
Member seem to demand a correspondingly less heroic artist type. However,
nothing on show in the exhibitions he covered prompted the critic of the third
series to address the possibility of the female genius in painting, so this can only
stand as a hypothesis. As I noted earlier, it was probably easier for the category
of writer to accommodate female genius than for the category of painter to
do so, but the omission likely registers more the relatively small number of
exhibits by women artists, especially in the genres with most status. By contrast
the work of women writers such as L.E.L., Mary Mitford and Lady Morgan was
too successful to be ignored.

I hope it is clear from the above that I am not trying to claim that there
was some simple necessary correspondence between Benthamite progressiv-
ism, the demystification of the aesthetic and a critique of the current status of
women. But rather that there was a tendency for these positions to be aligned,
and that this was not accidental. Generally speaking, Benthamism does not
have a good press these days. We tend to associate it with the inhumanities of
the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, with the grossly materialistic Victorianism
of Dickens’s ‘Mr Gradgrind), or, worse yet, with the modern principle of self-
surveillance that Michel Foucault described as ‘Panopticism’ after Bentham'’s
model prison. However, it is important to remember that, whatever its lim-
itations, early nineteenth-century Benthamism was an instrument of radical
critique, and that its paternalistic model of the state was balanced by a vision of
individual hedonism (if a rather cramped one), and a commitment to freedom
of opinion and equality of opportunity — although this did not necessarily lead
individual Benthamites to radical conclusions with regard to either gender or
class power. That it was capable of producing important insights the Westmin-
ster Review’s analysis of the social functions of aristocratic culture (Bourdieu
avant la letter) clearly shows. And neither should we simply dismiss its cri-
tique of the aesthetic as Hazlitt did. Setting aside Bentham’s own aversion to
poetry as a pollution of the pure processes of reason, his followers were cor-
rect to argue that the play of unrestrained fantasy was likely to produce an art
of no cognitive value and could lead to a sentimental attraction to reactionary
politics. In this postmodern moment, when once again it has become chic to
see pleasure itself as an unquestionable good (but without any corresponding
commitment to Enlightenment), their concerns have a certain resonance.



CHAPTER 5

Cultural Philanthropy and the Invention of the
Norwich School

This essay has two aims. First, I want to consider the evolution of the category
of the Norwich School of Painting as a discursive construct. In other words, I
want to suspend the assumption that there was something there in the past
possessing an inherent unity that demands the appellation ‘Norwich School’
and sketch how the category was expanded from a relatively modest label to a
nebulous historical entity with all the characteristics of a myth. I want to con-
sider its value as a hermeneutic tool in relation to the objects it customarily
encompasses — to indicate what it produces, but also to suggest something of
what it serves to conceal. Secondly, I want to offer some hypotheses as to why
this concept took the form it did in terms of its usefulness to important interest
groups. This entails considering the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie’s usage of
the visual arts to augment their social status, at the same time as demonstrating
their responsible stewardship of wealth by improving the lower orders’ in the
interests of social control.! It is thus concerned with what American sociolo-
gists and historians have termed ‘cultural philanthropy’, and I shall argue that
the institutionalisation of the Norwich School exemplifies some general fea-
tures of culture’s functions in bourgeois society, given a particular inflection by
local conditions in Norfolk.

‘Norwich School’ is customarily taken to refer to a group of artists who lived
and worked in Norwich for all or part of their careers in the years c. 1800-80. The
leading figures of this group were John Crome, John Berney Crome, James Stark,
George Vincent, Robert Ladbrooke, Joseph Stannard, Alfred Stannard, Robert
Dixon, John Thirtle, John Sell Cotman and his sons Miles Edmund and John
Joseph Cotman. In addition, more than twenty other artists, professional and
amateur, have been associated with the group. Supporters of the school idea
have claimed that they were linked by their common geographical base, by the
fact that they often exhibited together, by various kinds of professional and per-
sonal relationships, by relatively slight formal affinities between some of their
works, and by their concern with the representation of distinctive local scenery.

1 Iagree with the critique of the ‘social control’ concept in Jones 1983, pp. 76—89, but the term
has a pertinence for some of the phenomena I am describing.
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The key institution in establishing their association is the Norwich Society of
Artists, which held meetings from 1803 until the mid-1830s, and ran exhibitions
from 1805-33, with a two-year break in 1826—7.2 Despite the stylistic and formal
diversity of art produced by Norwich artists, their association and shared exper-
ience of the Norfolk region has been said to endow their works with common
aesthetic traits. Such an assumption of shared identity underlies the concep-
tion of the Norwich School elaborated in my short book on the subject of 1979.3
It was not a conception that I had invented; it was an established ideological
motif, about which I was somewhat sceptical, but which I had not subjected
to rigorous critique. I now believe that the critique and abandonment of the
concept would lead to more effective and historically coherent interpretations
of the art concerned.

Firstly, it should be noted that the Norwich School concept in its modern
form did not exist in the early nineteenth century, although the term itself was
used as early as 1816 in a letter by John Crome.# In relation to my argument, it is
important to distinguish between the connotations of the term at the regional
and at the national level. I begin with the former.

The Norwich School in the Norwich Press up to c. 1860

The discursive field in which ‘Norwich School’ first acquired currency was the
local press, that is, the two Norwich papers the Norwich Mercury and Norfolk
Chronicle. The Mercury referred to ‘the founders and supporters of this school’
in its review of the second Norwich Society exhibition of 1806. In 1814, Norwich
was said to have the first ‘school of design’ on the model of the Royal Academy
to be established in Britain outside London, and in 1816 it referred to ‘our
academy’. In1817, during the period from 1816-18 when Norwich briefly had two
artists’ societies and two exhibitions, it referred to there being ‘two academies
of pictures’, although in the following year it said that both exhibitions were
‘pupils of the same school’. In this review, the Mercury commented that ‘while
Norwich proceeds with equal steps in supporting those more popular and
universal amusements, music, and the drama — there has been originated and
preserved amongst us A SCHOOL OF DESIGN that is become perhaps more
fertile and more rich in production than even its warmest supporters could

2 Rajnaiig76.
3 Hemingway 1979.
4 Clifford and Clifford 1968, p. 90.
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have anticipated in the time’ Such usage of the terms ‘school’ and ‘academy’
continues in later years.> The meaning of ‘school’ in such contexts seems fairly
clearly the sense defined in the 1814 edition of Johnson’s Dictionary as ‘a state
of instruction, rather than the alternative sense of ‘a system of doctrine as
delivered by particular teachers

There were solid reasons for talking about Norwich as an art centre in this
way. According to its articles, the Norwich Society of Artists had been foun-
ded in 1803 ‘for the purpose of an enquiry into the Rise, Progress, and Present
State of Painting, Architecture, and Sculpture, with a view to discover and point
out the best methods of study, to attain greater perfection in these arts’® The
articles refer to the Society as the ‘Academy’ at several points, and although
in retrospect its exhibitions have seemed the Society’s most important func-
tion (partly because they are the only aspect of its activities of which we
have a record), to its members the fortnightly discussion meetings throughout
the year may have been as important. In fact, there was no real academy in
Norwich, in the sense of a drawing school, until the 1830s, but there were
some important master-apprentice relations, such as those between Crome
and Stark and Vincent, and between Robert Ladbrooke and Joseph Stannard.

However, in 1820 another kind of construction began to emerge when the
Mercury referred to John Crome as one who ‘may almost be said to be the father
of the art in Norwich’ In the review of the Society’s exhibition in 1821, which
followed Crome’s death in April, it described his pupils Stark and Vincent as
‘foremost in the ranks of talent’ and his son ].B. Crome as ‘an able supporter of
his father’s school’ Thus began a dual usage of the term ‘school’ to refer to the
Society and its exhibitions, and to refer to the relationship between Crome and
his main pupils. In 1822 Crome was described as ‘the founder of the Norwich
School of Painting, and the landscapes of Stark, Vincent, and J.B. Crome were
said to be ‘of the same school’ The currency of this second usage is confirmed by
the Mercury’s comment in 1831 that a Stark painting was ‘a specimen of the true
Norwich School - that founded by the deceased Mr. Crome’, and by its remark
in 1839, that the work of Samuel Colkett ‘retains much of the manner which
has been designated as that of the Norwich School, and which has descended
through Mr. CROME to his followers’. Such statements simply could not apply
to the works of the Ladbrookes, Stannards, or Cotmans.”

5 Norwich Mercury, exhibition reviews of 16 August 1806; 13 August 1814; 17 August 1816; 1 August
1817; 1 August 1818. See also 11 August 1821; 2 August 1823; and ‘The Artists’ Society’, 16 January
1830.

6 Rajnaiig76, p. 7.

7 Norwich Mercury, exhibition reviews of 29 July 1820; 18 August 1821; 3 August 1822; 30 July
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It is important to consider at this point that the Norwich Mercury was one
paper in a city that had two, and that its reviews only certainly represent
the opinions of one person — its proprietor Richard Mackenzie Bacon, who
had been taught drawing by Crome and was a ‘schoolfellow and friend’ of his
eldest son. At one level, the construction of the Norwich School it offered can
be understood as the interested view of an amateur member of the Norwich
Society, who seems to have sided with the Crome faction in the Secession
dispute of 1816. (This appears to have occurred because Ladbrooke, Thirtle, and
James Sillett wanted to amend the rules to reduce the influence of amateurs in
the running of the Society).8 The construction of Norwich art in the Norfolk
Chronicle — which was edited by sometime artist and drawing master William
Stevenson up until his death in 1821, and thereafter by his son Seth William
Stevenson — was generally more lowkey. Significantly, perhaps, neither of the
Stevensons were members of the Norwich Society.® Although the Chronicle
consistently expressed pride in the Norwich exhibitions as a manifestation
of the talents of Norfolk, and it too described Crome as the ‘founder’ of the
Norwich Society in 1821 and referred casually to a ‘Norwich School’ in1825,19 the
terms ‘school’, ‘academy’, and ‘Norwich School’ simply did not have the same
currency in its reviews.

That the idea of a Norwich School in the sense of a distinctive common
art was by no means generally accepted is clear from two statements from
the 1830s. In 1830, the textile merchant Colonel John Harvey made a speech
as President of the Artists’ Conversazione in which he expressed the hope
that ‘hereafter some particular graces of design and colouring may become
the characteristics of the Norfolk and Suffolk Institution of Artists, and raise
its fame to a height that its present members may scarcely indulge in even in
imagination'! This clearly implies that Harvey could not yet discern any such
‘particular graces’. Crome’s patron, Dawson Turner, was even clearer on this
point in his memoir of the artist published to accompany the second edition
of Crome’s etchings in 1838 where he maintained that a Norwich School had
not materialised due to Crome’s untimely death.!? Dawson Turner’s closeness
to Cotman (who wrote to him in a letter of 1834 that his ‘often told DREAM’ was

1831. See also ‘The Artists’ Conversazione) 15 January 1831; and ‘Norwich Art) 25 January
1834.
8 Correspondence in the Norwich Mercury, 16 and 23 August 1823.
9 For Bacon and Stevenson, see Chambers 1829, pp. 1092—4, 1284.
10 Norfolk Chronicle, exhibition reviews of 9 August 1818;18 August 1821; and 6 August 1825.
11 ‘The First Conversazione, Norwich Mercury, 23 January 1830.
12 Wodderspoon 1876, p. 7.
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the ‘downfall’ of ‘the family of Crome’)!3 must have made him well aware that
the community of Norwich artists was not one big happy family with Crome as
pater familias, but was actually divided by sometimes rancorous professional
rivalries, with perhaps Crome, Ladbrooke, and Cotman factions.

A few further points need to be made here about early constructions of
Norwich art, and particularly those of the Norwich Mercury. Foremost, the
Mercury was consistently disposed to treat the presence of a talented body of
artists in Norwich as evidence of the progress of British civilisation, in terms
that meshed in with the discourse of bourgeois progressivism in the 1820s
and 1830s, for which I take the Westminster Review to be paradigmatic. (In
connection with this, it should be noted that Bacon was on the committee
of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, and also on that of the
Norwich Mechanics’ Institute, set up in 1825).14 However, this conflicted with
its frequent complaints over the general lack of patronage and art interest in the
city, a stance that may partly reflect Bacon’s closeness to the artistic community.

In 1816 the Mercury had observed sanguinely that ‘if the cultivation of the
Fine Arts be a proof of civilization, we know not any place in the king’s realm
that manifests a more buoyant spirit of improvement than our native city’. The
Norwich Society of Artists was cited along with the literary and musical enter-
tainments of Assize Week and the Norwich Philosophical Society as evidence of
this. In 1817 it claimed that ‘a character of increasing elegance pervades all our
places of resort, and discerned a ‘sure advance towards refinement’ in the pur-
suit of the arts. Such comments were couched in the language of eighteenth-
century philosophical criticism and in 1830 the Mercury quoted Lord Kames on
the softening effects of the arts in a report of the city’s First Conversazione.!>

Some exhibition reports of the late 1830s and early 1840s after the collapse
of the Norfolk and Suffolk Institution for the Promotion of the Fine Arts (the
Norwich Society of Artists as reconstituted in 1827) are different in tone. The
exhibition of the Norfolk and Norwich Art Union (1839), the Norwich Polytech-
nic Exhibition (1840), and the exhibitions of the East of England Art Union
(1842—4) were organised by elements in the city’s bourgeoisie and local ama-
teurs, and their function was thus different. Although they claimed to serve the
interests of local artists, they were not a market display controlled by profes-

13 Cliffords 1968, p. 72. See also Turner 1840, p. 17.

14  For Bacon and the sDUK, see Allthorpe-Guyton with John Stevens 1982, p. 39. For the
Benthamite position on art education, see review of the Library of Useful Knowledge,
Westminster Review, 7: 283—93.

15  Norwich Mercury, exhibition reviews of 17 August 1816; 2 August 1817; ‘The Artists’ Society’,
16 January 1830. See also exhibition reviews of 1 August 1818 and 3 August 1822.
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sionals. Reporting the Conversazione that accompanied the 1839 exhibition the
Mercury observed that ‘the noble mansions of English Gentlemen’ frequently
contained rich collections, but these were only accessible to friends of the
owners. By contrast, ‘collections made for inspection’, like those of the Nor-
wich Art Union, ‘diffused throughout the middle classes’ ‘gratifications’ that
only the affluent could afford to buy. Further, the presence of women at the
Conversazione ensured refinement of manners and was in itself a civilising
force: ‘While the conversations in the saloons of the great runs generally upon
politics or diversions, and rarely leave behind very improving impressions, the
intercourse in such a party as we have described cannot fail to convey to a hun-
dred minds new ideas and exalted feelings to diversify the present and gild
the future hours of existence’!® An unflattering contrast between the culture
of the landed classes and that of the bourgeoisie is clearly implied here. The
campaigns of bourgeois radicals in the 1830s to get museums and art galleries
opened free of charge and extend art education and make it more relevant to
industry were based upon the Utilitarian strategy of education as a weapon
of progress, which would reveal the chimerical basis of the distinctions that
supposedly justified aristocratic power and privileges, raise the level of British
civilisation, and reconcile the proletariat to the inevitability of their condition.
The Norwich Polytechnic Exhibition was put on under the auspices of the Nor-
wich Mechanics’ Institution, representative of a class of institution designed to
put the latter aspect of this policy into effect.!” Such thinking clearly influenced
the statement that the Norwich Mercury produced on the functions of art in
connection with the East of England Art Union exhibition of 1843: ‘The highest
province of art is indeed, not to minister only to the calls of luxury, but to spread
its exalting influence over the people; this is why painters should choose noble,
moral, and beautiful subjects — why exhibitions should be thrown open equally
to the high and humble, and why ... Art Unions should be liberally encouraged
and supported’!®

Yet despite the Mercury’s optimistic comments on the progress of Nor-
wich art and its refining influence in the city, it was also frequently obliged to
acknowledge the lack of patronage there. As early as 1808 it observed: ‘It is a
curious fact, that scarcely in any place in the kingdom the arts have met with
less pecuniary encouragement than in Norwich’. Thus the efforts of the artists
were particularly praiseworthy. Such comments became more frequent in the

16 ‘The Conversazione’, Norwich Mercury, 28 September 1839.

17  For Mechanics’ Institutions, see Chapter Three, p. 135 n. 78.

18  ‘East of England Art Union’, Norwich Mercury, 19 August 1843. For Art Unions, see King
1985.
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1820s. For example, in 1823 it claimed that ‘the meaning of the word PATRON-
AGE, the foster-mother of genius, is totally and entirely unknown in Norwich.
The late Mr. CROME once said at the close of one of his most successful exhib-
itions, that he had not been applied to even for the price of a picture. Even the
door-money during the three public weeks is insufficient, we understand, to
defray the expenses and the artists themselves actually incur an annual charge’.
This situation was compared unfavourably with that in Leeds and Newcastle.
The Mayor and Corporation had visited the exhibition as a body as early as 1810
and during the Secession period visited both displays, but in 1825 the Mercury
complained that the Corporation had done nothing for Norwich art despite
being feted at the artists’ annual dinners.!®

The tone of such complaints intensified after the Society reformed in 1827
and invested in a new exhibition room. A circular letter sent out in 1827 solicit-
ing support pointedly compared the receipts of the Norwich exhibitions with
those of other cities and asserted that ‘scarcely a single Picture has been bought
in the Norwich room’, while door receipts had never covered expenses.2? The
Conversaziones of 1830—2 were a last desperate attempt to promote public
interest. A report of the second series in December 1830 commented that Nor-
wich was a city where taste was ‘at so low an ebb that a public concert cannot
find adequate support — a ball can with difficulty and only at long intervals
be held — where a Theatre cannot keep open a few months in a year without
great loss to the Patentee’! In 1833 the probable dissolution of the Norfolk and
Suffolk Institution was reported in the press, and the following year a letter
printed in the Mercury announced the discontinuance of the exhibitions on
the grounds of inadequate galleries and insufficient returns.?? Ever hopeful, the
Mercury hailed the renewal of exhibitions in 1839—44 as marking a new dawn,
but public response to them was disappointing.23

The laments occasioned by the end of the exhibitions need to be seen in rela-
tion to a pattern of statements referring to the city’s decline, which are probably

19  Norwich Mercury, exhibition reviews of 20 August 1808; 2 August 1823; 6 August 1825.
Although a remark in a review in the Norfolk Chronicle of 25 August 1810 should also be
noted: ‘We must conclude these remarks with observing, that the monosyllable soLD,
upon so many of the performances, speaks more on behalf of them than we have done.

20  Norfolk and Suffolk Institution for the Promotion of the Fine Arts, Circular Letter to the
Public (1827), signed David Hodgson, Secretary.

21 ‘The Artists’ First Conversazione), Norwich Mercury, 18 December 1830.

22 ‘Norwich Exhibition’, Norwich Mercury, 26 July 1834. See also the editorial comment in this
issue.

23  E.g see ‘EAST OF ENGLAND ART UNION’, Norwich Mercury, 8 October 1842.



188 CHAPTER 5

connected with the depressed state of its textile industry in the 1830s.24 That
the amusements of Assize Week simply did not draw in the local population
any more was the subject of an article of 1835: ‘THE ASS1ZE WEEK: Which in
our remembrance used to be the season when the county population was con-
centrated in Norwich, partially for business but generally for the pleasures of
public enjoyment provided for all classes, is now scarcely to be distinguished
by any access of company beyond the ordinary course and current of time ...
What were formerly attractive diversions are no longer sought'2> In 1843 this
decline was attributed to the greater easiness of travel to London: ‘Now the
access to the Metropolis is so constant, and daily becoming so much more rapid
by the assistance of rail-roads, that the demands of business, formerly requir-
ing but few visits to London, now enforcing them more frequently, enable both
the higher and middle classes to avail themselves of those highest amusements
which were formerly enjoyed but rarely’.26 An article of 1841 concerning plans
to establish a school of design in Norwich even described the city as ‘a town
which was once the seat of flourishing manufactures, which still emulates the
character of a manufacturing town’.2”

Perhaps the currency of this attitude prompted a letter from the worsted
manufacturer ] W. Robberds printed in the Mercury in 1845, which contradicted
aremark in the Report of the Commission on the Health of Towns that the city
had seen its best days as a commercial centre, and ‘would appear to be in the
painful state of transition from a once flourishing manufacturing prosperity to
its entire decline’28 In fact Robberds was right, inasmuch as Norwich was to
acquire new industries in food processing, brewing, and shoe-making, which
would replace its textiles manufactures. But this was far from obvious in the
early 1840s.

It should be evident from the above that the Norwich press, and particularly
the Mercury, was from the beginning eager to discover in the city evidence of a
flourishing artistic community, and that this was described fairly frequently as
a ‘school’ In addition to the usage of the term I outlined earlier, the following
points need to be noted. First, the dominant presence in the first fifteen or so
exhibitions of views of local scenery caught attention. Thus in 1816 the Mercury
welcomed the presence of exhibits sent from outside Norwich on the grounds
that ‘although our “native Burghers” would perpetuate local scenes, and fix

24  For the economic history of Norwich in this period, see Edwards 1963 and Edwards 1964.
25 ‘ASSIZE WEEK, Norwich Mercury, 8 August 1835.

26 ‘THE BALL), Norwich Mercury, 8 April 1843.

27 ‘A SCHOOL OF DESIGN’, Norwich Mercury, 6 November 1841.

28  Norwich Mercury, 2 August 1845.
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attention to their pictures by all the force of local attachment, comparison
and competition were necessary for improvement.?? In relation to this, it is
interesting that a letter from ‘A Friend and Lover of the Fine Arts’ concerning
the Secession published in the Mercury in 1823 observed that the introduction
of ‘works of London Artists, or any other except natives or residents, into an
Exhibition avowedly intended to be Norfolk only, would not have occurred if
the artists alone had been consulted3° This concern with the local character
of the exhibitions is confirmed by a remark in Bacon’s editorial comment on
the letter that ‘the appearance of the pictures of able artists (which by the
way must have some relation to Norfolk in order to gain admission) in our
estimation benefit our local school of painting’ Presumably artists were wary of
any competition in a limited market, particularly when they bore the cost of the
display. In the exhibitions of the Society thereafter, the number of works sent
in from outside Norwich remained very low, although the number of pictures
of non-Norfolk subjects increased in the 1820s.

Secondly, of the three comments on the stylistic range of the exhibitions
I have discovered, two emphasised their diversity. In 1810 the Mercury noted
the ‘various styles’ of the exhibits, and in 1829 it observed that the works
of J.B. Crome, George Clint, Edwin Cooper, Cotman, David Hodgson, Joseph
Stannard, and Stark ‘present us with as many distinct styles’3! The only sug-
gestion of uniformity is a comment of 1825 which complained of the ‘almost
pervading manner’ in the exhibition, and found a ‘uniformity in the majority
of the subjects and their treatment’32 I suspect that Bacon was simply imitat-
ing a current type of statement in the London art press rather than developing
a consistent critique, or so his 1829 comment suggests. But whatever his reason,
the comment was clearly inappropriate in relation to the actual variety of Nor-
wich painting. In short, then, the ‘Norwich School’ had only a sketchy identity
in the local press in the early nineteenth century, and insofar as it implied any
kind of significant commonalities among the artists, it did so only to refer to
a common place of study, practice, and exhibition, or to refer to the relations
between Crome and his pupils. Further, with the ending of the Norfolk and Suf-
folk Institution exhibitions, and the departure of J.B. Crome and Cotman from
the city in 1834 (Stark had left in 1830), it seems to have been felt that an era in
the city’s art life had come to an end.

29  ‘The Amusements of Assize Week, Norwich Mercury, 17 August 1816.
30 Norwich Mercury, exhibition review, 16 August 1823.

31 Norwich Mercury, exhibition review, 25 July 1829.

32 Norwich Mercury, exhibition review, 6 August 1825.
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The Norwich School in the National Press

Inow turn to the categorisation of Norwich painting at the national level. At the
time of his death in April 1821, Crome was beginning to establish a reputation
outside Norfolk and his standing locally was already high. The Norwich Society
held a memorial exhibition of 111 of his works, and demand for them quickly
outstripped supply — by the 1840s, forgeries were becoming a major problem
to collectors.33 An obituary notice in the Magazine of Fine Arts commented
on his abilities as a teacher: ‘His mind was too acute to exact from them
[i.e. his pupils] a servile imitation of their master’s style. On the contrary, he
contented himself with instilling the most solid and useful principles of art
and giving freedom and spirit to their pencils’3* Evidence of this was provided
by the works of J.B. Crome, Stark, and Vincent, the two latter having ‘attracted
metropolitan attention to the growing talents and promise of the Norwich
school of artists.

That this group should provide the basis for the reputation of Norwich art
was inevitable. Crome had exhibited occasionally in London in the years 1816—
21 (and had done so earlier in 1806—12), but although his exhibits attracted a
few favourable comments, they were probably too small and too local in their
subject-matter to make much impact.3> However, Stark had lived in London
from c.1814—19 and had joined the Academy Schools in 1817; Vincent had moved
there around 1817-18. Both exhibited frequently at the British Institution and
Society of British Artists (from 1824), and rather less frequently at the Academy.
In the years around 1820 they had shown a number of large and ambitious
pictures that had attracted highly flattering reviews, including Vincent’s On
the River Yare, Afternoon (Private Collection; British Institution, 1819) and A
Dutch Fair on Yarmouth Beach (Yarmouth Museum; British Institution, 1821),
and Stark’s Sailing Match at Wroxham near Norwich (Private Collection; British
Institution, 1819). As early as 1818, the Literary Chronicle described them as
‘the two Norfolk heroes’ in a punning reference to Lord Nelson, the Norfolk

33  See the letter from Charles Curtis to Joseph Sherrington, 20 March 1848 (Sherrington
Papers, Norwich Castle Museum): I tried to get all Cromes but was forced to give it up
finding it so difficult to obtain originals’ The word ‘originals’ is underlined four times in
the manuscript.

34  ‘Memoir of the late Mr. John Crome of Norwich’, Magazine of Fine Arts, 1821, 1: 381—2.

35  This is suggested by a comment in the Sun newspaper on Crome’s exhibits at the British
Institution in 1821: ‘this artist’s style is calculated to produce very powerful effects on a
larger scale than we have yet seen him attempt’. — ‘British Institution 1V, Sun, 31 January
1821.
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hero.36 With the exception of Cotman in the early years of his career, no other
Norwich artists had made anything like the same impact in the national scene.
And Cotman had almost disappeared from view, ceasing to exhibit with the
London institutions between 1811 and 1822.

A notice on the Norwich Society exhibition of 1819 in the Annals of the
Fine Arts observed: ‘The Norwich school of artists has furnished many able
supporters to the metropolitan circle: Sharp, Vincent and Stark, among those
who have come among us — and the Cromes, among those who stay behind,
are living illustrations of this fact’3” Stark and Vincent were certainly seen as
among the most important young landscape painters at this time, but their
connection with Norwich was noted only intermittently, they were often dis-
cussed separately from each other, and no specific Norvicensian character
was ever discerned in their art. Neither were they connected with other Nor-
wich artists who exhibited less frequently in London, except with J.B. Crome
in a small number of instances. Thus the usage of ‘Norwich School’ in the
metropolitan press paralleled that in the local papers: it referred primarily to
Norwich as a teaching centre, as is confirmed by the linking of the portrait
and genre painter Michael Sharp with Stark and Vincent in the above state-
ment. The only significant new idea to appear in the 1820s was articulated by
W.H. Pyne in a commentary on the Norwich school in his Somerset House Gaz-
ette prompted by the showing of ].B. Crome’s Boats at Utrecht (whereabouts
unknown) at the British Institution in 1824, which Pyne assumed was by the
artist’s father:

The excellence of the landscape and river scenery, which is so universally
admired in the old masters, depended materially ... upon those celebrated
painters living amidst the scenes which they imitated with so much truth,
and which enabled them to diffuse that charm over their compositions,
which is only felt in proportion as they are facsimiles of nature. Mr. Crome
is one, or rather was one of those ingenious provincial artists, whose
pencil pourtrayed [sic] what he saw with unaffected simplicity, and may
be regarded as the founder of a school of landscape in his neighbourhood,
which promises to do credit to its ingenious preceptor, and to identify
the county of Norfolk with the arts. Suffolk, we know, has been indebted

36  ‘Exhibition of Society of Painters in Oil and Water-Colours, Literary Chronicle, no. 12,
15 June 1818.

37  Annalsofthe Fine Arts, 1819, 4: 452. For other references to Crome and his pupils, see Annals
of the Fine Arts, 1819, 4: 487; Annals of the Fine Arts, 1820, 5: 153; and ‘British Institution’,
Examiner, no. 689, 18 March 1821.
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to her native painter, Gainsborough. Constable, too, will help to spread
the fame of the pictorial scenery of this county: and his birth place, too,
by the truly English pastorals, which his admirable pencil has chosen, to
perpetuate to those times to come, when future connoisseurs shall talk of
him and Gainsborough, and Crome, and Vincent, and Starke [sic] as the
old English masters.38

Pyne thus linked the Norwich group with Gainsborough and Constable as
part of an East Anglian landscape school distinguished by the ‘fidelity’ of its
works to regional scenery. This was a prophetic construction, but it did not yet
match with the pressing ideological needs of an extensive or powerful social
group.

After the mid-1820s, the exhibits of Stark and Vincent occasionally received
favourable comments in the London press, but no notices of the same length
and enthusiasm as some that their earlier showings had prompted. The Nor-
wich School idea seems to have receded and by the 1850s it was a commonplace
that Crome’s work was hardly known outside Norfolk. His reputation seems to
have been sustained mainly through the efforts of local bourgeois collectors,
and particularly those of his patron, the Yarmouth banker Dawson Turner, who
owned eleven of his paintings.39 It was Turner who supplied Allan Cunning-
ham with information for his account of Crome in The Cabinet Gallery of British
Pictures (1836), and he produced his own memoir to accompany the second edi-
tion of Crome’s etchings in 1838. It was probably through Turner’s offices that
Crome received a favourable notice in Dr Waagen'’s Treasures of Art in Great Bri-
tain (1854), and he also tried, apparently unsuccessfully, to interest Ruskin in
the artist.#? In the late 1850s, Crome’s works were still fetching modest prices,*!
and the turning point in his reputation seems to have been the showing of
seven of his pictures at the London International Exhibition of 1862. Several
reviews of this exhibition remarked that his work was hitherto little known
and had made a considerable impact. For example, London Society observed
that Crome’s pictures ‘have come upon a large portion of the public with all the

38 ‘Exhibition — British Gallery’, Somerset House Gazette, no. 25, 27 March 1824.

39  For Turner’s picture collection see Turner 1840. See also the transcription of a list of
‘Dawson Turner’s Pictures) in Warren R. Dawson Manuscripts, vol. XXXVII (40), British
Museum Add. Ms 56294, pp. 166r-1168v, 171v—172r.

40  Waagen 1854, Volume 3, p. 438; John Ruskin to Dawson Turner, 10 September 1846, Dawson
Turner Correspondence, Trinity College Library, Cambridge.

41 Only two of Crome’s works are listed as passing through the sales rooms prior to 1862 in
Graves's Art Sales (Graves 1970).
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charm of novelty at this Exhibition’*?> Amongst their admirers were the French
naturalist critic Théophile Thoré who praised them in the highest terms in two
articles published in France.*® Of the seven Cromes shown, Mousehold Heath
(fig. 48) probably attracted the most praise and in the same year the National
Gallery bought it for £ 400. In 1878, a year in which the Royal Academy’s Winter
Exhibition had an important Norwich School section, it bought Slate Quarries,
and in 1879 the Victoria and Albert Museum bought Skirts of the Forest. The pre-
dominant value invoked to justify the new status accorded Crome’s work was
its ‘truth’44

The growth of Crome’s reputation inevitably served to confirm his centrality
in Norwich art. In 1866 that seminal text, Richard and Samuel Redgrave’s A
Century of British Painters, appeared, which, along with W.T. Sandby’s History
of the Royal Academy (1862), contributed to form a dominant new definition of
the British School idea, in which landscape and genre painting were given far
more centrality.*> The Redgraves treated Crome, Stark, Vincent, and Cotman
as the Norwich school, and said nothing of the work of any other artist. They
drew early nineteenth-century Norfolk as a picturesque and unmodernised
region, apparently oblivious to its progressive agriculture and major industry,
and completely overlooked the modern elements in the iconography of the
artists they considered. Significantly, the Redgraves observed that after the
return of Stark and Cotman to London, the Norwich exhibitions ceased to
be supported mainly by local artists, and ‘the Norwich School as a peculiar
provincial confraternity ceased to exist’.#6

If Crome’s standing had risen considerably as a result of the 1862 Interna-
tional Exhibition, that of the other Norwich artists had not — although a Vin-
cent View of Greenwich Hospital was shown there and apparently made some
impression.#” The ‘School’ only began to regain its early nineteenth-century
status as a result of the section devoted to it in the Royal Academy’s Winter
Exhibition of 1878, which was selected by the painter J.C. Horsley. This included
works by Crome, Stark, Vincent, Cotman, and Joseph Stannard, so its represent-

42 ‘Another Day at the Exhibition, London Society, August 1862, p. 190. For other comments,
see notices on the exhibition in Illustrated London News, 12 July 1862, 41: 46; Times, 1 May
1862. I am grateful to Penelope Gurland for these references and that in n. 44.

43  Thoré 1863, Introduction, p. 15 and Appendices, p. 15; Thoré 1870, pp. 263—5.

44 For example: ‘Notes on Art), Sunday Times, 20 July 1862.

45  Ashift that had begun with Allan Cunningham’s Lives of the Most Eminent British Painters
and Sculptors (1829), as William Vaughan has shown in Vaughan 1990, pp. 15-17.

46  Redgrave and Redgrave 1947, p. 357.

47  Perhaps the picture illustrated in Dickes 1905, p. 518.
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ation of Norwich art still excluded several artists who would later seem import-
ant.*® Many reviewers made the customary references to Crome as the ‘founder
and fountain-head’ of a Norwich School, the most extreme of whom was the
landscape painter and etcher Edwin Edwards. Edwards rejected the idea that
there had been a dearth of patronage in Norwich, and claimed that Crome’s
‘school was an outgrowth of that larger East Anglian school which is England’s
strongest title to be regarded as a nation capable of the highest artistic achieve-
ment’.*® However, amongst the chorus of praise, there was a dissenting voice in
the review of The Builder, which described the ‘point’ of the Norwich School
section as ‘somewhat of an illusion) and continued: ‘In the first place, there
is no “Norwich School” What is so called consists simply of Crome, and some
inferior artists who imitated him, and of Cotman, who was quite above imit-
ating Crome or any one else, and whose whole style and manner is so distinct
from that of Crome and the Cromites as to preclude all idea of classing him
with them’5° But this percipient view was not to prevail.

On the basis of the 1878 exhibition and the response it produced, it is hard
to see how the larger concept of the Norwich School — which was finally set
out in W.F. Dickes’s monumental Norwich School of Painting (published by the
Norwich house of Jarrolds in 1905) — could have come about at a national
level. It seems clear that this larger concept was developed locally, and we can
attribute it to two factors: first, the efforts of interested individuals among the
Norwich artists, and second, the ideological needs of elements in the Norwich
bourgeoisie.

Institutionalisation of the Norwich School in Norwich

In 1858, the Norwich Mercury published a series of four articles on Crome
by its sub-editor, John Wodderspoon — himself an amateur artist. These were
subsequently printed as a pamphlet, which appeared in two editions, in 1858
and 1876. Wodderspoon gave a sketchy account of the Norwich Society of
Artists and made only brief comments on some of its members. But his essay

48  Among interesting reviews are those in ‘Old Masters at the Academy’, The Graphic, 17,
12 February 1878; ‘Old Masters at Burlington House), Illustrated London News, 12 January
1878; ‘Old Masters at the Academy’, Daily Telegraph, 5 January 1878.

49 Edwin Edwards, ‘Old Crome’, Norwich Mercury, 19 January 1878.

50  ‘The Old Masters Exhibition) The Builder, 17 (12 January 1878). Crome’s growing reputation
is illustrated by: Mary M. Heaton, John Crome, The Portfolio (1879), pp. 33—6, 48—51; ‘Old
Crome), The Graphic, 24 (13 August 1881); and Paget 1882.
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is interesting partly because it emphasised how the picturesque qualities of
Crome’s pictorial Norfolk were being destroyed by the modernisation of the
countryside, and described the scenery of the Yare and the Broads as the dis-
tinctive elements in the Norfolk landscape. Crome was again represented as
a painter of simple truth, and linked with Gainsborough and Constable as a
type of artist produced organically by the East Anglian landscape. Wodder-
spoon followed Dawson Turner in representing Crome as a model of virtue and
industry, and as a charismatic character who had galvanised Norwich paint-
ing. He had been the ‘rising sun of the painter’s art in East Anglia’ and had
gradually imparted ‘principles which eventually gathered to themselves an aca-
demical importance, and formed that style and treatment of nature on canvass,
called the Norwich School’5! Quite what the role of the Ladbrookes, Cotmans,
and Stannards might have been in Norwich art was left unexplained, but there
could be no historical reason for saying that they took their principles from
Crome.

Two years later the centrality of Crome was finally qualified by David Hodg-
son’s pamphlet A Reverie, or Thoughts Suggested by a Visit to the Gallery of the
work of Deceased Norfolk and Norwich Artists. This is a poetic outpouring by an
artist who had contributed a substantial number of works to all the Norwich
Society exhibitions 1813—33, and whose father had been one of its founders. His
text was the first to associate the Cotmans, Ladbrookes, and Stannards with
Crome and his followers at a more equal level, thus suggesting a new concep-
tion. Hodgson particularly acknowledged the role of Robert Ladbrooke and
of Ladbrooke’s sons, who were both embittered by hagiographic accounts of
Crome in the Norwich press at a time when their father’s work was all but
forgotten.52 The Ladbrookes seem to have made some effort to disseminate a
different picture, for by 1873 John Berney Ladbrooke was in correspondence
with a French writer, Henri Perrier, who published what seems to be the first
French account of the Norwich School in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts in that
year. Perrier’s article praised highly the work of both Henry and Robert Lad-
brooke and its effect may be guessed from the fact that Ernest Chesneau praised
Robert Ladbrooke equally with Crome in his La Peinture anglaise of 1882.53

51  Wodderspoon 1876, pp. 12—13.

52  Hodgson 1860. The Ladbrooke’s view is set out in a letter from Henry Ladbrooke to John
Berney Ladbrooke of 1858 in ‘Norfolk and Norwich Artists deceased to 1898, bound volume
of material collected by James Reeve (British Museum Print Room), and Henry Ladbrooke,
‘Dottings’, Eastern Daily Press, 22, 25, and 27 April 1921.

53  Henri Perrier, ‘De Hugo van der Goes a John Constable) Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 7 (1873),
Pp- 253—66.
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In actuality, although Robert Ladbrooke’s work has a kind of earthy vitality,
he was far from Crome’s equal and the work of his son Henry was less than
mediocre.

The Ladbrooke view of things was also perpetuated through James Reeve,
Curator of the Norwich Museum 1851-1910, who had been taught painting by
J.B. Ladbrooke. Reeve’s notes show that he learned a less heroic view of Crome
from the Ladbrookes and his enthusiasm for Cotman’s work probably helped to
give Cotman a new importance in the construction of the School.5 Although
Reeve never published a book on Norwich painting, he amassed a vast col-
lection of documentation, and supplied Dickes with the information for his
Norwich School of Painting.5® Dickes’s book remains the only comprehensive
study of Norwich artists and it was the first historical account to bring together
the whole range of amateur and professional artists working up until the 1880s
and denominate them as a ‘school..

But the emergence of a broader concept of the Norwich School, a concept
that made far more profound claims for the relationship between Norfolk’s
geography and Norwich painting, cannot be attributed simply to the efforts of
interested individuals like the Ladbrookes. The concept clearly had an ideolo-
gical function for a wider social grouping. The Norwich School was effectively
redefined and institutionalised mainly through a series of exhibitions organ-
ised in the city by a variety of local institutions over the years from 1860 to
1902. Some of these institutions had a philanthropic orientation, while others
were directly concerned to promote Norwich art. Another key agency was an
immensely powerful and wealthy Norwich family that was an institution in its
own right, namely the Colman dynasty.

The exhibition of ‘Deceased Local Artists’ organised in 1860 by the Nor-
folk and Norwich Fine Arts Association was the first of these exhibitions and
a turning point in establishing a new importance for the Norwich School
in the city’s culture. The Association put on its first exhibition in 1848 and
arranged further displays of contemporary art in 1849, 1852, 1853, 1855, 1856
and 1860, which included works by a wide range of local and non-local art-

54  See the notes on Crome by James Reeve in ‘Norfolk & Norwich Artists. Biographi-
cal Sketches, Notices of Works, &c., manuscript volume in Local Studies Library, Nor-
wich.

55  Reeve'scollected materials comprise seven bound volumes in the British Museum, divided
between the Print Room and the Manuscript Room, and two more were in the Local
Studies Library, Norwich. Reeve sold part of his collection of Norwich School drawings
to the British Museum in 1902. Many of his Cotman drawings ended up in the collection
of RJ. Colman.
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ists.>¢ While it included a mix of Norfolk gentry and Norwich bourgeois among
its vice-presidents, the Association’s council was made up exclusively of Nor-
wich bourgeois and amateur artists, with the former predominating by 1855. In
1860 the committee of the Living Artists’ exhibition was headed by the liberal
M.P.]J.H. Tillett, later J.J. Colman’s running mate, and Colman himself had been
on the council in 1856. I have not discovered who was on the committee of the
Deceased Artists’ exhibition, but it described its aim as that of ‘obtaining as
complete a view of what is termed the NORWICH SCHOOL OF PAINTING as
possible’5”

‘Deceased Local Artists’ contained 318 paintings and drawings by a diverse
body of artists, both amateur and professional, who had worked in Norwich in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and grouped them as a school for the
first time. Among them, Crome, who was represented by 44 works and some of
his etchings, was clearly intended to stand pre-eminent. The Norwich Mercury
again hailed Crome’s paternity in the procreation of Norwich art: ‘Here stands
the worthily honoured bust of “The father of the Norwich School”, surrounded
by children whose works bear witness to their origin, and whose celebrity has
well supported their parent’s power, and to whom may the quotation be truly
applied — “By their fruits shall ye know them”’58 The loaded metaphors of
this passage indicate precisely how patriarchal was the mythology of artistic
power. It also raises the question of why Cotman, who had two talented artist
sons, and Robert Ladbrooke, who also had two artist sons and taught Joseph
Stannard, were not attributed any comparable potency. Crome’s centrality
was partly established by according Cotman a secondary status. Represented
by 30 works, sixteen of which were in the relatively feminised medium of
water-colour, Cotman was described as ‘another giant’ but one ‘of a totally
different school’. Further, while his work was often ‘meretricious’, Crome’s never
was — he simply ‘soared above’ all other Norwich artists. The Mercury’s reports
discussed a range of other Norwich artists but ignored Robert Ladbrooke,
eleven of whose pictures were on show — an omission that seems distinctly
invidious.

56  Catalogues to these exhibitions were collected in a series of bound volumes in the Norwich
Local Studies Library at the time I wrote this essay.

57  Norfolk and Norwich Fine Arts Association, Exhibition of the Works of Modern Artists at
the Government School of Art, Free Library, Norwich (1860).

58  ‘THE EXHIBITION, Norwich Mercury, 29 August1860. For further reports of the exhibition,
see Norwich Mercury, 1, 12, 15, and 19 September and 17 October 1860. The bust, now in
the National Portrait Gallery, was by Pellegrino Mazzotti. It was exhibited at the Nsa
exhibition in 1821.
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The Mercury was fairly dismissive about the Living Artists’ exhibition of 1860
and opined that the committee would have done better to concentrate all its
energies on the other. This suggests that the growing concern with promoting
early nineteenth-century Norwich art in the later years of the century was
partly a result of the city’s inability to sustain much contemporary artistic
production of significant quality, a circumstance confirmed by the declining
numbers of local artists showing in the exhibitions of the local Art Unions
and the Norfolk and Norwich Association for the Promotion of the Fine Arts
(1848—-60). After the early death of the talented John Middleton in 1856, no
significant landscape painter was based in the region. Attempts to support
contemporary local art by a continuing provision of exhibitions organised and
funded by the local bourgeoisie continued in 1868—72, but met a lukewarm
response from local artists and ‘scanty patronage’ from the ‘wealthier classes’
of the region.>®

The diminishing vitality of local art, together with the relative decline in
Norwich’s importance as a manufacturing city, may be understood as contrib-
uting to the urge among the city’s bourgeoisie to find some major cultural dis-
tinction in its past. The more grandiose definition of the Norwich School that
emerged with the Deceased Artists’ Exhibition of 1860 was continued through
a sequence of loan exhibitions in the later years of the century. These were
the Loan Collection of the Works of Norfolk and Suffolk Artists exhibited at
a ‘Soirée’ in August 1874, which was arranged in connection with the Annual
Meeting of the British Medical Association held in Norwich in that year; the
Norwich Art Loan Exhibitions of 1878 and 1885 in aid of the restoration of the
Church of St. Peter Mancroft; the Fine Art Exhibition in aid of the New Nor-
folk and Norwich Hospital of 1883; and the Art Loan Exhibition in aid of the
St. George’s Club for Working Girls of 1902. The 1874 exhibition was essentially
the accompaniment to a fashionable social occasion, although in its aftermath
it was opened to the public for two days at a small fee. It included 83 oils and
85 water-colours by deceased Norwich artists, and 79 works by living artists.6°
The 1878 exhibition, which was shown over three weeks, included 581 works
and juxtaposed Norwich art with that of earlier periods and schools. The cata-
logue had a special section, ‘Pictures of the Norwich School’, which contained
12 oils, but further pictures by Norwich artists were scattered throughout dif-
ferent parts of the exhibition, and featured prominently in the Water-colour

59 ‘THE EXHIBITION', Norwich Mercury, 22 August 1868.
60 ‘Loan Collection of Works of Art at St. Andrew’s Hall, Norwich Mercury, 15 August
1874.
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Drawings section. Jeremiah James Colman, who had lent nothing to the 1874
exhibition, loaned a few significant works to that of 1878.6!

The growing importance of his collection was still more evident in 1883,
when a separate room was hung with 47 works belonging to him, almost all
of which were by Norwich artists. The 1883 exhibition was part of a Bazaar
intended to raise money to clear off the debts incurred by the building of the
new Norfolk and Norwich Hospital. It was again a major social occasion, since
the hospital was opened by the Duke and Duchess of Connaught — that is,
Prince Arthur, Queen Victora’s third son, and his wife.62 The pattern of the
1878 St. Peter Mancroft Restoration exhibition was repeated in that of 1885,
which brought together a very diverse selection of works by earlier artists of
different schools, contemporary British painters (local and non-local), and 89
oils and a sizable number of watercolours by artists of the ‘Norfolk and Norwich
School’ JJ. Colman was one of the patrons of the exhibition and lent 41 works,
far more than any other lender.53 This whole sequence of events suggests that
exhibitions of works of art had come to seem an appropriate accompaniment
to some of the major public rituals of the Norwich bourgeoisie in this period.

Finally, the 1902 exhibition can symbolise the interweaving of bourgeois
interests in cultural leadership and philanthropy that I explore in what fol-
lows.5* The St. George’s Club and Home for Working Girls had been started
by the Congregationalist pastor, the Revd. R. Hobson, around 1888, and then
taken up by Mrs. Gurney, later Lady Talbot de Malahide. Its aim had been ‘to
teach the working girls in the city, and to keep them from the many dangers to
which they are exposed’ This involved providing ‘a home for girls employed in
the factories and workshops of the city with classes and social evenings for their
instruction and amusement’%5 Colman was one of the two biggest contributors
to the Pictures section of the exhibition, lending 16 of the collection of 174 mis-
cellaneous works on show, among which the ‘Norwich School’ predominated.

61 ‘Norwich Art Loan Exhibition, Norfolk News, 23 November 1878; ‘The St. Peter Mancroft
Fine Art Exhibition), Norwich Mercury, 20 November and 7 December 1878.

62 ‘Opening of the New Hospital, Eastern Daily Press, 21 August 1883; ‘The HOSPITAL
BAZAAR, Eastern Daily Press, 23 August 1883; ‘The New Norfolk & Norwich Hospital, Nor-
wich Mercury, 22 August 1883.

63  Catalogue of the Norwich Art Loan Exhibition in Aid of the Fund for the Restoration of St.
Peter Mancroft Church (1885).

64  Catalogue of the Art Loan Exhibition in Aid of St. George’s Club for Working Girls in St.
Andrew’s Hall, Norwich (1902).

65 See the reports on the Club and Exhibition in Eastern Daily Press, 3 February, 1 March,
10 April, and 26 May 1902.
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The 1902 exhibition was primarily a philanthropic affair and the pictures were
surrounded by a vast array of miscellaneous objets d’art and curios, including
mementos of Lord Nelson, war relics, and a waxwork display. That the philan-
thropic aspects of the scheme should have been so central to its inception is
almost certainly symptomatic of the level of social unrest in a city that was to
return a socialist M.P. four years later.

One final set of exhibitions needs to be noted. These were the series of major
loan exhibitions of works by Thirtle (1886), Stark (1887), J.S. Cotman (1888), and
E.T. Daniell (1891), which were put on by the Norwich Art Circle. James Reeve
was particularly instrumental in organising these, while J.J. Colman, who was
a member of the Circle, was a major lender. The exhibitions had informative
scholarly catalogues, that on Cotman being the first significant account of the
artist. The Cotman exhibition was shown later in the year in a slightly reduced
form at the Burlington Fine Arts Club.56

This succession of temporary exhibitions, important as they were, could not
give the Norwich School the kind of institutional permanency that its sup-
porters wanted. To provide this a gallery of local art was needed, and it was to
establish such an institution that the East Anglian Art Society was founded. In
1872 its president, the brewer J.B. Morgan, together with ‘some few other gentle-
men, began collecting money on an annual basis to buy works of the ‘Norwich
School’, which as a result of their growing market value were ‘gradually disap-
pearing from the County where they were produced’5? The Society was form-
ally set up in 1876, when it applied to the Norfolk and Norwich Museum for
permission to place two screens in one of its rooms to show ‘a small collection
of Pictures by Local Artists’ The Society issued annual reports from 1880—93
from which it is clear that ].B. Morgan and J.J. Colman were the leading lights,
being president and vice-president respectively throughout its existence. John
Gurney and Samuel Gurney also played important roles, and J.H. Tillett was on
the Committee. Nearly all the Society members were from Norwich and its sub-
urbs, which again demonstrates that it was the city’s bourgeoisie rather than
the local gentry who had discovered an interest in the School idea. The society’s
objective was to establish a ‘permanent Picture Gallery in Norwich worthy of its
artistic reputation’, but with annual subscriptions ranging from 10 shillings to
£2 from about 50 members, it never commanded the funds to build a signific-
ant collection. In several years it proved impossible to make acquisitions, and

66  Norfolk & Norwich Art Circle 1985, pp. 12—13.

67  First Annual Report of the East Anglian Art Society, with a List of the Members, Pictures, &c.
(Norwich 1880). The EAAs published 14 annual reports, 1880—93, which provide a record
of its members and acquisitions.
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the 88 paintings, drawings, and etchings that the Society gave to the Norwich
Museum in 1894 included no major works. The sole picture by Crome, A View
on the Wensum ( fig. 46), was a much damaged early work, and the examples of
Vincent's and Stark’s output were minor.

Founded in 1824, the Norfolk and Norwich Museum was primarily devoted
to natural history and antiquities. It had continual financial problems due to
the costs incurred in putting up its building in 1837-8, and, like many similar
institutions, it depended for its survival on municipal government. As with the
Norfolk and Norwich Art Union and its successor bodies, the ostensible aim of
the Museum was public enlightenment; it was therefore logical that it should
welcome the proposal to display the East Anglian Art Society collection.®® The
Museum finally passed to the city in 1894 under the provisions of the Public
Libraries Act of two years earlier and was housed in Norwich Castle, which
had been bought for the purpose, and converted partly through funds raised
by public subscription. The gift of the East Anglian Art Society enabled the
Museum to open with a collection of ‘Norwich School’ pictures, and J.J. Colman
gave Joseph Stannard’s major painting Thorpe Water Frolic ( fig. 6) — a most
appropriate picturing of class harmony in early nineteenth-century Norwich —
to coincide with the opening.%® In 1896 the Museum received a bequest of
351 oils and water-colours from the artist and teacher J.W. Walker, which was
made up largely of works by minor late nineteenth-century British painters.
Thus the Norwich School element in its holdings was completely swamped by
a mass of non-local work, most of it mediocre or worse. This made ].J. Colman’s
bequest of twenty Norwich School paintings in 1898 particularly important. As
the Museum’s report commented: ‘By its means, the best artists of the Norwich
School of Painters, will at once, and for the first time, be worthily represented
on the walls of the Picture Gallery; for which their works, owing to the prices
they now command, could not have been acquired by purchase; and a very large
advance will have been made towards the end the Committee have ever had in
view, viz., the adequate representation of this famous local School in the public
Gallery of the City’7°

68  Norfolk and Norwich Museum, Report of the Proceedings of the Fifty-Second Annual Gen-
eral Meeting (1877), p.13. In addition to the museum’s Annual Reports, see Southwell 1904.

69 See Norwich Castle Museum, Report of the Castle Museum Committee to the Town Council
for the year ending 31 December 1894, p. 6. On the meanings of Stannard’s work, see
Hemingway 1992, pp. 284—9o.

70  Norwich Castle Museum, Report of the Castle Museum Committee to the Town Council for
the year ending 31 December 1898, p. 4. That the Museum did not cater equally for all
classes of Norwich society was evident to the Norfolk Socialist Review, organ of the Nor-
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FIGURE 6 jJoseph Stannard, Thorpe Water Frolic, 1825, oil on canvas, 42%2 x 68 in
(108%172.7cm)
NORFOLK MUSEUMS SERVICE (NORWICH CASTLE MUSEUM AND ART
GALLERY)

In 1903 a new extension to the Gallery was opened to house the growing
collection. The Museum seems to have made little effort to develop knowledge
of the Norwich School through its educational programme, but it did publish
a catalogue of the pictures, which went through four editions over 1897-1904.
The catalogue — which seems to have been written in the first place by James
Reeve — specifically addressed the problem of how to include Cotman as part
of the Norwich School. While admitting that his work was ‘quite unlike’ that of
Crome, it emphasised that Cotman was ‘closely connected with Norwich and
its Artists’ While ‘in the strictest sense’ Norwich school ‘generally meant Crome
and his pupils), it was applied in the catalogue in a wider sense to ‘the whole
group of painters’ who had lived in Norwich in the early nineteenth century, or
who were connected with it.”!

wich branch of the Social Democratic Federation, which observed that the institution’s
4.30 p.m. closing time effectively excluded the working population and called for evening
openings — ‘Current Topics, Norfolk Socialist Review, no. 5 (May 1901).

71 Catalogue of the Pictures, Drawings, Etchings, and Bronzes in the Picture Gallery of the
Norwich Castle Museum (Norwich, 1897), p. 7. See also p. 11.
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Cultural Philanthropy and the Colman Family

In establishing this wider usage of ‘Norwich School’ the Colman Collection
played an instrumental role, and it is to the significance of Norwich art for the
Colmans I now turn. This requires some account of the history of the Colman
firm and of the family’s place in the city. The beginnings of what the Daily
Mirror described in 1905 as ‘a veritable romance in commercial enterprise’ can
be traced to 1804,72 when ]J. Colman’s uncle, also Jeremiah Colman, bought a
flour mill in Norwich. In 1810 he moved to Stoke Holy Cross, three miles outside
the city, taking over a mustard and flour business there. Colman’s father was
taken into partnership in the firm in 1823 and Colman himself, who was born
in 1830, became a partner in 1851. The first Colman mill at Carrow in Norwich
was opened in 1856, the move back to the city being partly motivated by its
communications advantages and, more importantly, by its abundant supply of
cheap labour. The literature published by the firm in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries and the accounts of it in the press have a twin aspect.
On the one hand they emphasised the scale and modernity of the Carrow
plant — what we might see as its proto-Fordism in some respects’® — on the
other they emphasised the ‘old-fashioned’ patriarchal character of Colman as
an employer. In relation to the first aspect of the firm’s image, the Centenary
Souvenir of 1905 pointed out that the works had 1,000,000 square feet of flooring
and 10,000,000 cubic feet of building, and stood on 32 acres of land ( fig. 7). The
Colmans employed more than 3,000 staff if those at offices outside Norwich
were included. The Souvenir referred to the site as ‘Colmanopolis’ and the Daily
Mirror described it as a “Town within a Town' Indeed, the plant aspired to be
self-sufficient, making its own electricity and most of its own packing materials.
The Souvenir conceded the incessant character of labour at Carrow, but sought
to justify this in terms of the benevolent character of the organisation: ‘As a hive
of industry, with its incessant roar and rattle of machinery, Carrow is wonderful
enough. But what is still pleasanter to contemplate is the philanthropy and
humanity by which its atmosphere is interfused’.”

72 ‘Mustard Kings. Centenary of Messrs. Colman’s Famous Business in Norwich', Daily Mirror,
4 August 1905.

73 The Colmans were hardly unaware of the latest forms of capitalist development else-
where — in 1885, RJ. Colman visited the Pullman Factory and Village in Chicago. See
Colman 1886, pp. 24—6.

74  Norfolk News Company Ltd. 1905, p. 14. Cf. Burgess and Burgess 1904, pp. 8-11, which
also celebrates the speed of the work and refers to the ‘magical processes’ by which the
products were made and packaged.



204 CHAPTER 5

FIGURE 7 ] and]. Colman and Sons’ Carrow Works in 1900, hand-tinted glass plate
PHOTO: UNILEVER/BNPS

The ‘paternal’ attitude of the Colman firm seems to have gone back to the
Stoke phase — or at least, such was the image the family propagated. The
Souvenir emphasised that the Colman line had roots deep in the agricultural,
industrial, and ecclesiastical life of Norfolk.” It emphasised the ‘rural quality’
of the mill at Stoke and claimed that J.J. Colman’s experience with the smaller
workforce there had determined his later attitude. He was said to have looked
on them as ‘his cherished friends”: ‘Let them grow ever so vastly, he never could
bring himself to regard them as mere cogs in a dividend-earning machine. He
might no longer know them all by their Christian names; but he still nourished
the consciousness that he was something more to them than the purchaser of
their labour’.”® Already at Stoke the Colmans built a school room and set up
a clothing club. In 1857 they started a school at Carrow and a purpose-built
school-house was opened in 1864.77 JJ. Colman’s philanthropic activities were
conducted in concert with his wife, Caroline Cozens-Hardy, who he married
in 1856 in the British School Room at Holt. She was already active in the

75  See also Colman 1905.

76  Norfolk and Norwich News Company Ltd. 1905, p. 17.

77  S.H. Edgar, ‘Notes on the History of Colman Foods) bound typescript, formerly Local
Studies Library, Norwich, pp. 234—9.
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Wesleyan Reform movement before her marriage and had strong convictions
on the value of education. They settled in Carrow House directly adjacent to the
works. Shortly before their marriage, ].J. Colman wrote to his fiancée: ‘Influence,
position and wealth are not given for nothing, and we must try and use them as
we should wish at the last we had done’. This stern sense of the responsibilities
of his social position was matched by an equally clear view of those appropriate
to the less well-placed in the social hierarchy. In a speech to his workforce at a
dinner after the couple’s return from their honeymoon he asserted: ‘The bond
between us should be mutual respect ... All classes must work somehow or
other in this country if she is to maintain her high position’”®

Politically, Colman followed his father, a committed liberal. In 1851 he read a
paper to the Norwich Young Mens’ Mutual Improvement Society on the theme
of ‘The Nineteenth Century’, which offered a vision of limitless progress. He
rejoiced that the century had seen ‘a vast breaking up amongst the old forms
of prejudice, caste, and privilege, which were beginning to give way before
‘the new and only true nobility which declares that “the mind’s the standard
of the man”’”® The paper concluded by calling young men to philanthropy.
In 1871 when his friend J.H. Tillett was unseated as M.P. due to accusations
of corrupt practices, Colman stood as Liberal candidate and was elected with
a large majority, thus beginning a parliamentary career of nearly twenty-five
years. The pamphlet through which Colman and Tillett appealed to the Nor-
wich electorate in 1880 emphasised the former’s commitment to ‘every great
measure calculated to advance and broaden the liberties of the people, and
to promote peace and a wise management of finance’ It also emphasised the
services of the firm to the local community, claiming that ‘it is impossible to
calculate what Norwich owes, first to the business of the firm, and next to the
generosity of the gentleman who is at its head’8% On the one hand Colman was
‘amerchant prince of the best type, a born captain of industry’; on the other he
was the ‘father’ of his workforce and a great philanthropist. In the 1905 Souvenir
the family was described as follows: ‘They have been model employers ... and
they have never absolved themselves from those civic and philanthropic duties
which wealth imposes’8!

The meaning of the Colmans’ interest in the Norwich School should now be
beginning to emerge. At one level, at least, it was an aspect of their respons-
ible stewardship of their wealth, their service to Norwich, and a sign of their

78  Colman 1905, pp. 134, 124. See also p. 112.

79  Colman 1905, p. 161.

8o Anon. 1880, p. 13.

81  Norfolk and Norwich News Company Ltd. 1905, p. 21.
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commitment to the values of civilisation and progress. It showed they were not
only wealth-producers but true leaders of society. When the Colman couple
moved to Carrow House in 1856, Colman’s enthusiasm for painting was already
evident. (He began collecting the Norwich School in 1863.) He visited the
Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition of 1857 and published a letter on it in
the Norfolk News — the liberal paper in which his friend Tillett was involved —
in which he compared the display with the Great Exhibition of 1851, to the
disadvantage of the latter: ‘Just six years back — on 1st May 1851 — the world
saw Royalty and the aristocracy of birth assembled to do homage to the tri-
umphs of industry — to-day, the aristocracy of commerce worthily represented
by Manchester as its metropolis, has assembled to gaze on the triumphs which
the aristocracy of mind has, at various times, created’8? In an unpublished
manuscript, Colman stressed that while the contents of the Crystal Palace were
replaceable and could perhaps be improved, the art treasures could not. Of the
effects of pictures he wrote: ‘A good painting tells its own tale, no matter what
it be. You see at once the idea that was in the Artist’s mind when he painted it,
and be it joy or grief, calmness or excitement, pleasure or pain, or whatever the
emotion be, it comes from the canvas to the mind of the observer'82 Colman’s
statements illustrate graphically the gloss of ‘culture’ that the appreciation of
art was believed to confer on the sensitive observer, a gloss that was necessary
to establish both individual distinction, and to advance the larger claim of the
bourgeoisie to social leadership, over and above the aristocracy of rank. The
Colmans’ appropriation of the Norwich School may be understood in relation
to such a strategy. In this respect they may stand as regional counterparts to
William Hesketh Lever (1st Viscount Leverhulme) and Sir Henry Tate in their
patriotic advancement of the British School.

At this point, I want to counter-pose the cultural activities of the Colmans
with their practices as employers. In his sociological study of Norwich of 1910,
C.B. Hawkins noted that the development of Norwich’s nineteenth-century
industries had depended on the large influx of unemployed agricultural work-
ers in the early part of the century and observed how appalling their conditions
must have been in that period. It was they who had provided the overstocked
labour market that made possible the expansion of the laundry blue, starch,
mustard, and chocolate industries.84 By 1900 boot and shoe manufactures were
the city’s largest employers, with food manufactures second. The Colman fact-

82  ]J. Colman, ‘The Manchester Exhibition’, letter, Norfolk News, 9 May 1857.
83  Colman1gos, p. 121.
84  Hawkins 1910, Chapter 1. My thanks to Jane Beckett for discussing the Colmans with me.
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ory at Carrow was the largest single employer, with a workforce of over 2,600.
The firm did not use casual labour and paid the highest wages in Norwich
after the city itself. But the negative side of this was that the labour was pre-
dominantly unskilled and a high proportion of it was provided by women and
children. Observing the way in which the dominant character of labour imprin-
ted itself on the workforce of a region, Hawkins referred to that of the Colmans
as an example:

This is well illustrated in the case of the great factories in Norwich which
produce washing requisites, mustard, vinegar, confectionary, and a widely
advertised patent wine. These are all things which have to be packed in
small quantities ... The great bulk of this work is done by women, girls,
and boys who make boxes, fill boxes, and wrap boxes from one year’s
end to another. To these simple operations the principle of subdivision
is applied with scientific thoroughness, so that the task performed by
individual workers becomes a purely mechanical movement of a single
set of muscles. They are literally the living parts of a machine as finely
and delicately adjusted as the mechanism of a watch. And it is a machine
which works at appalling speed.8>

Hawkins conceded that the parts of this machine were kept in good repair by
the firm’s welfare programmes, but his description remains like a paradigm of
alienated labour.

Trade Unionism was relatively weak in Norwich, and there was no unionism
in the food and drink trades. However, the city had a strong socialist movement
and the Labour Institute provided the largest working man’s club. That there
were no labour troubles at Carrow may be partly explained by the fact that the
Colmans provided employees with a school, a dispensary, a benefit society, a
clothing club, cheap housing, a club house and sports fields. Of this pervasive
paternalism Hawkins commented:

Very little, however, seems to be expected of the employees themselves in
the responsible management of these advantages. In this matter the firm
plays the part of a benevolent despot. It is very hard to say, therefore, how
far the various clubs — they include an Adult School — have a real life of
their own.

85  Hawkinsigio, p. p. 42.
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Such evidence suggests a kind of continuum between the Colmans’ provi-
sions for their workforce and their association with high culture. The bene-
volent despotism of their experiments in welfare provision (and social con-
trol) were founded on the same principle of hierarchy as their cultural phil-
anthropy.86

The Colmans’ project in respect of the Norwich School was brought to
its conclusion by ].J. Colman’s son, Russell Colman (1861-1946), whose huge
collection passed to the city in 1951, on an occasion that was timed to coincide
with the Festival of Britain. Comprising 228 oils and 985 watercolours, housed
in purpose-built galleries emblazoned with the donor’s name ( fig. 8), it is the
largest collection of Norwich art anywhere, and a monument to a particular
conception of the Norwich School forever cemented with the Colman name. J.
&J. Colman Ltd. modernised and expanded in the twentieth century, becoming
a public company in 1935 and amalgamating with Reckitt and Sons Ltd. in
1938. Like his father, Russell Colman had a prominent public career, but it was
one more oriented to the city and the county. His obituary observed that he
‘disliked all political controversy’ and his most important public office was as
H.M. Lieutenant of Norfolk from 1929—44. His amusements were also not those
of the nineteenth-century non-conformist bourgeoisie, being chiefly shooting
and yachting, and in 1905 he moved the family residence from Carrow House
to Crown Point, an estate on the edge of the city. If RJ. Colman’s career and
lifestyle has some features resembling that of the modern squirearchy, this
seems to match with the old-world rustic view of Norfolk that Norwich painting
had come to represent.8”

In the early nineteenth century the best-known Norwich landscape paint-
ing was understood as an advanced and modem type of painting, the product
of a major manufacturing city set in the midst of one of the most progressive
agricultural regions. But, as we have seen, by the 1850s it was viewed nostal-
gically as the mirror of a bygone and simpler era. Some aspects of the output
of Crome, Vincent, and Stark lent themselves to such an interpretation, since
they had generally represented rural life in a picturesque mode, and had not

86  Hawkins 1910, p. 305. ].J. Colman believed firmly in Free Trade and the ‘inexorable laws of
the economy’. However, in 1891 he claimed that his ‘desire and intention’ was that union
and non-union ‘men’ should be treated impartially at Carrow. When the Tuc held its
Congress at Norwich in 1894, he entertained the delegates at Carrow House. In a letter
of 1893 he wrote: ‘T am thankful never to have had any serious difficulty with my own
Workmen, and hope always to avoid it" See Colman 1905, pp. 369, 366.

87  RUSSELL JAMES COLMAN September 5, 1861 — March 22, 1946, reprinted from the Eastern
Daily Press, 23—29 March 1946. See also Kitson 1936.
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FIGURE 8 The Colman Galleries in Norwich Castle Museum in 1951
NORFOLK MUSEUMS SERVICE (NORWICH CASTLE MUSEUM AND ART
GALLERY)

provided an imagery of Norfolk’s improved agriculture comparable with that
which Constable had produced of Suffolk. However, there were unequivoc-
ally modern elements in some of their representations of Great Yarmouth and
the local river system, and other Norwich artists had also experimented with
modern imagery, as Stannard’s Thorpe Water Frolic illustrates. That the local
bourgeoisie and its cousins outside the region embraced this backward-looking
reading of the Norwich School was facilitated by the currency of a larger myth-
ology of rural Englishness in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
when a diverse body of writers and artists — Rider Haggard, Kipling, P.H. Emer-
son and Alfred Munnings among them — pictured the rural population as the
essence of a disappearing national stock, to be contrasted with the degeneracy
of the urban proletariat. It is striking that the Broads (which had little attrac-
tion for the major Norwich artists) should have been one of the main regions
where this essential Englishness was said to be still discernible, although ulti-
mately it was to be located more in the Home Counties.88 In the context of the
depressed rural economy of late nineteenth-century Norfolk, in a small city

88  Howkins 1986; Knight 1986.
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dependent on second order industries, the bourgeoisie needed to find some
basis for municipal and regional pride. Beyond its wealth of medieval architec-
ture, the Norwich School was one of the city’s few marks of cultural distinction.

The Norwich School Concept in the Twentieth Century

The concept of the Norwich school was at its height in the early twentieth
century, when large claims were made for its stature and influence. But the
weightiness of the claims made for it did not prompt any new rigour in its
definition. Dickes, who asserted that the ‘teaching’ of the Norwich School had
become ‘a distinguishing feature’ of ‘all British Art, explained its distinctive
quality only in terms of the impact of local scenery on the natural artistic
aptitudes of

that remarkable group of artists who, owing to the then comparative
remoteness of Norwich from the Metropolis, and to their own poverty,
were compelled to teach themselves and their pupils Art in the beauti-
ful academy of nature that was opened to them. Uninfluenced by pre-
scription of tradition, but surrounded by scenery of a special sort, with
the delightful features of which they could not help being in love, they
boldly declared NATURE THEIR ONLY GUIDE ... it soon became evident
to the world that their Art was distinguished by a speciality. Love of their
native heath and rivers, hills, and woods had kept them so continually
repeating the same views under every change of sunshine and shadow —
their palettes were so constantly set with the same rich and mellow col-
ours — that even when they went to other scenes their colouring and touch
declared them still ‘of Norwich’89

However, Dickes — who was no art historian — did not define what those dis-
tinguishing features of ‘colouring and touch’ were; his book is essentially a
sequence of individual biographies, devoid of formal analyses or comparis-
ons.

Later commentators were equally vague. In a Studio Special Number of 1920,
H.M. Cundall - who was at least a prolific author of books on British art - made
the much-repeated claim that Norwich was the first city in England to have its
own school of art, and continued: ‘The word “school” is here used not in the

89  Dickesigos, p. 11
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ordinary scholastic term, but to denote a body of persons who are disciples
of the same master, or who are united by a general similarity of principles
and methods; it also means those whose training was obtained in the same
locality, and implies more or less community of doctrine and styles’®? Laurence
Binyon was yet more mystical in an exhibition catalogue of 1927, in which he
claimed that although ‘the Norwich artists formulated no theory and accepted
no war-cry ... there is a deep unconscious bond between them, so that many
a painting, though we may be at a loss to attribute it to a particular artist, is
unmistakably recognised as belonging to the Norwich School’®! Neither offered
any justification for these claims.

No significant text on the Norwich School as such was published between
1920 and 1965, but the concept continued in currency through the exhibitions
of commercial and public galleries. It was restated and somewhat modified
in Derek Clifford’s Water-Colours of the Norwich School (1965), which sugges-
ted that while the School stood for no ‘special type of landscape painting), it
did refer to a community of artists who had a shadowy ‘corporate sense’, and
who worked in two traditions, one stemming from Crome and the other from
Cotman. Norman L. Goldberg’s catalogue to an American exhibition of 1967,
Landscapes of the Norwich School, reverted to making assertions on the import-
ance of Norwich art that are as grandiose, vague, and unsubstantiated as those
of Dickes.92 More recent scholarship has thankfully been more circumspect in
its characterisations.%3

The idea that the Norfolk landscape imprinted on the works of the Nor-
wich painters a distinctive character should probably be understood as a fusion
between the well-established ideological trope of the romantic genius, who dis-
covers new truths in nature through the particular temper of his sensibility, and
the conservative mythology of rural Englishness mentioned earlier. That nat-
ural phenomena can in themselves produce a particular style of representation
runs quite contrary to contemporary theories of visual representation, if not
to common sense. However, that a certain pattern of representation could be
seen as appropriate to particular types of scenery is worth considering, in rela-
tion to the well-rehearsed idea that Norwich artists drew particularly heavily on

9o  Cundall1920, p. 1.

91 Norwich Castle Museum, Catalogue of a Loan Collection of Oil Paintings, Water-Colour
Drawings, etc Illustrative of the Works of Artists of the Norwich School of Painting (Norwich
1920), . 9.

92  Clifford 1965, pp. 39, 78-9; Goldberg 1967.

93  Moore 1985; David Blayney Brown, ‘Nationalizing Norwich: the “School” in a Wider Con-
text, in Brown, Hemingway, and Lyles 2000.
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the formal models of Dutch seventeenth-century painting. Yet while Crome’s
enthusiasm for the works of Hobbema is legendary, and he was sometimes
referred to as ‘the Norfolk Hobbema'’ in the nineteenth century, it hardly seems
more significant than Constable’s enthusiasm for Ruisdael.®* While there are
three securely-attributed Crome paintings that develop on the type of Hob-
bema glade scene, it is really hard to see that his The Beaters ( fig. 44) or the
Norwich Museum’s Grove Scene are any closer to Hobbema ( fig. 57) than Augus-
tus Wall Callcott’s Return from the Market ( fig. 58). Crome’s interpretation of
this and other Dutch prototypes was no less innovative than that of Turner,
Constable, Mulready, and others. Such comparisons in themselves indicate that
the interest of Norwich artists in Dutch art cannot be understood as alocal phe-
nomenon. Further, the usage of Dutch models was extremely various. Although
the parameters of Crome’s output have proved notoriously difficult to define
and there has certainly been confusion between the student works of his pupils
and his own, the development of ].B. Crome, Stark, and Vincent led them all to
produce distinctive types of painting that have no significant style traits that
would permit them to be distinguished as his followers.

Insofar as it is worth considering Norwich as a separate art centre, it is in
relation to the particular conditions of patronage there and the interest in
particular motifs in the local landscape. Artists who worked primarily foralocal
clientele, such as Crome, Thirtle, and Joseph Stannard, may have been induced
to choose certain themes with local resonance, and were almost certainly
obliged to work on a modest scale. It is significant that Vincent, after his
move to London, painted a wide range of non-local subjects as well as Norfolk
themes and often exhibited large canvases until financial problems crippled
his ambitions in the mid-1820s. J.B. Crome, who remained based in Norfolk but
exhibited regularly outside the county, equally showed a range of Norfolk and
continental subjects, although he probably sent in sketches and smaller work
to the local exhibitions that he would not have bothered to send elsewhere.
It has never been possible to see Cotman’s move back to Norfolk as anything
but a disaster in career terms, and when he returned to painting in 1823 after
his ten-year stint as an etcher and antiquarian draftsman, he concentrated
primarily on continental subjects and worked in a mode explicitly designed to
make an impact in the London exhibitions. This means that only the Norfolk
water-colours of circa 1807-10 have a specifically local reference and these were

94  For Crome and Hobbema, see Chapter Seven. Constable’s friend John Fisher referred to
the artist’s house in Keppel Street as ‘Ruisdael House’ — see Constable 1962—8, vol. 2,

p- 232.
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only a part of his output at the time. There are undoubtedly elements in the
iconography of Norfolk imagery that can only be explained in relation to the
associations of local history and local social occasions such as water frolics
and regattas. But the aesthetic and other types of ideology which made it seem
appropriate to represent such subjects were not specifically local at all. There
does seem to have been an attempt to develop an imagery of the Norfolk river
system, but this needs to be understood in relation to the symbology of Turner’s
Thames and Constable’s Stour pictures.®> Equally, the extremely interesting
body of images of the Norfolk seaside resorts of Yarmouth and Cromer draw
their meanings more from the larger body of representations of such places and
from the general patterns of discourse about them then they do from specific
features of the places themselves.

In sum, it is absurd to imagine that in the most capitalistic and urbanised
society in Europe, a city that is a mere 120 miles from the capital, connected to
it by excellent communications, would produce an art in any way isolated from
trends elsewhere. To consider the work of Norwich-based artists as inherently
distinctive in significance or style is to perpetuate an obfuscation.

95  See Hemingway 1992, Chapters 8 and g.
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CHAPTER 6

Meaning in Cotman’s Norfolk Subjects

It is certainly right to condemn formalism, but it is ordinarily forgotten
that its error is not that it esteems form too much, but that it esteems it
so little that it detaches it from meaning.!

On the bicentenary of Cotman’s birth in 1982, an exhibition of his works, selec-
ted by Miklos Rajnai and Stephen Somerville, was shown at the Victoria and
Albert Museum. Responses to this exhibition among the critics of the national
press were fairly predictable.? The public was inevitably told that Cotman was
‘amoody man, even a manic depressive, as if this information in some way held
the key to understanding his art. The only part of his output really worth bother-
ing with, it seemed, was his early watercolours; the remainder merely testified
to personal neuroses, the adverse influence of patrons, and the dangers of pro-
vincial isolation. Another frustrated artist-hero rolls off the stocks. To some
extent, the exhibition itself logically produced these conventional responses,
since the catalogue essays by Rajnai and David Thompson, together with a
selection of works in which Cotman’s later output and his achievements as an
etcher were considerably under-represented, were calculated to reinforce pre-
vailing interpretations of the artist as a blighted genius. Rajnai has achieved
great advances in the dating and classification of Cotman’s oeuvre, and he
deserves the gratitude of any historian working on British landscape painting
for the immense labour of documentation and attribution which he directed
during his years as Keeper of Pictures at the Norwich Museum. However, the
interpretation of Cotman which he has put forward follows in a long tradition
which needs to be questioned.

Rajnai has written elsewhere that the ‘summit’ of Cotman’s artistic achieve-
ment had been reached before he returned to Norwich in 1806, although in the

1 Merleau-Ponty 1964, p. 77.
2 Rajnai (ed.) 1982. See, for example, the reviews in the Sunday Times and the Observer, 22 Au-
gust 1982. For a more balanced and critical appraisal, see Wilton 1982.
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bicentenary catalogue his greatest period is extended to 1805-12.3 This view is a
reiteration of well-established and familiar conclusions, for it was undoubtedly
on the basis of his early drawings that Cotman became something of a cult fig-
ure in the interwar years, and received the accolade of a Burlington Magazine
Special Number in 1942. The opinions of earlier authorities such as Laurence
Binyon, Sydney Kitson, Paul Oppé and Martin Hardie, are consistently echoed
in the present catalogue — or sometimes just directly quoted. The catalogue tells
us that Cotman’s style is ‘extraordinarily forward-looking’, but then Binyon had
observed in 1904 that Cotman was born at the wrong time, and Kitson, writ-
ing in the 1930s, found some of his work was of ‘an almost prophetic nature’#
The justification for this assessment is, of course, those unprecedented and
extraordinary ‘inclinations’ to ‘abstraction’ which first manifested themselves
in the Greta drawings. Of Cotman’s watercolours of his first Norwich period
Rajnai writes that the abstraction has become ‘more obviously assertive’ and
that: ‘All things accidental were banished, and what remains appears to be
there because of the inner logic ... of the composition, rather than because of
the artist’s interest in representation’® By these and similar remarks, Cotman
is recommended to us both as singularly original, an artist of ‘more marked
individuality than any of his contemporaries), and as one whose achievement
lay in that his work foretold an aspect of ‘Post-Impressionist and Cubist art)
to use Martin Hardie’s words.® (David Thompson, echoing Adele Holcomb’s
1978 essay, refers to the cloisonné effect of Cotman’s drawings, despite the fact
that the artist did not put marked bounding lines round depicted objects in his
drawings of 1805-12.)7 Indeed, what emerges is that Cotman is being assessed
by the values of the type of formalist aesthetic popularised by Roger Fry and
Clive Bell in the early twentieth century, the values which still, often unwit-
tingly, dominate so much writing on art in the English-speaking countries.

In fact, neither Bell nor Fry saw in Cotman any exceptional premonition of
the Cézannesque Revolution. The rather flat patterned effects of Cotman'’s early
drawings were unlikely to hold a strong appeal for critics who placed so much
emphasis on the interplay of volumes and space in an almost architectural
sense. Fry apparently regarded Cotman merely as the ‘perfect drawing master’,
and Bell, whose enthusiasm for English art was never great, made occasional
moderately approving references to him but was far more positive about John

Rajnai (ed.) 1982, p. 17. Cf. Rajnai 1978, p. 13.
Binyon 1897, p. 100, and Binyon 1904, p. 53; Kitson 1937, p. 373.
Rajnai (ed.) 1982, p. 16.
Hardie, 1966-8, vol. 3, p. 95.
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Rajnai (ed.) 1982, p. 18. Holcomb 1978, p. 10.
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Crome. However, if Fry and Bell failed to notice any exceptional formal qualities
in Cotman’s work, this did not inhibit Hardie and his contemporaries from
proclaiming them. Rajnai and Thompson follow in their footsteps.8
Fundamental to Clive Bell’s concept of significant form is the fragmenting
of the experience of the art object, so that all associated ideas are expunged
in the moment of aesthetic intuition. In Bell’s theory the subject of a work of
art is of no consequence whatsoever to aesthetic experience. The cognitive or
representational aspects of art have no aesthetic significance.? The reason why
some forms move us aesthetically, and others do not, is that some have been
so purified that we feel them aesthetically and that others are so clogged with
unaesthetic matter (e.g., associations) that only the sensibility of an artist can
perceive their formal significance.l® The artist sees the world as ‘pure forms’.
Artis divorced from the concerns of life, and in the world of art the emotions of
life have no place. Aesthetic emotion is distinct from all others, and it is exper-
ienced strongly only by a small minority of specially endowed individuals.
Partly influenced by his discussions with Bell, Roger Fry also came to stress
that associations from life are a hindrance to true aesthetic experience, partic-
ularly in his writings of c. 1910—-30. However, as is well known, Fry was a rather
more sophisticated thinker than Bell and felt that Bell had gone a little too far in
denying representation any aesthetic significance.!! Fry tussled with the prob-
lem of evaluating the representation of emotionally charged situations and
objects in Transformations (1927), although in this work he continued to see
such aspects of painting as essentially literary and, at best, ‘applied art’. It was
only in the lecture ‘The Double Nature of Painting’ (1933), that he finally accep-
ted there were two valid approaches to painting: one oriented towards psycho-
logical effects, and the other towards more purely formal ones. Nonetheless, as
Fry admitted, there had been a time when he was the ‘mouth-piece’ of those
who enthusiastically maintained that ‘the only value of painting is inherent in
plastic, spatial and chromatic harmonies'!? Indeed, there were passages in Vis-
ion and Design, The Artist and Psycho-Analysis, and Transformations, in which
he asserted the irrelevance of subject-matter and its associations in terms as
extreme as those of Clive Bell. Thus, ‘the form of a work of art has a meaning of
its own and the contemplation of the form in and for itself gives rise in some

8 Martin Hardie reports Fry’s attitude to Cotman in Hardie 1942. For Bell on Cotman see Bell
1915, p. 174, and Bell 1922, p. 110.

9 Bell 1915, pp. 68, 225.

10  Bell1gis, p. 55. See also p. 52.

11 Fry 1928, p. 295.

12 Fry 1969, p. 367.
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people to a special emotion which does not depend upon the association of
the form with anything else whatever), and ‘now I venture to say that no one
who has a real understanding of the art of painting attaches any importance to
what we call the subject of a picture — what is represented’!® Although recent
commentators on Fry have argued rightly that he should not be remembered
only as the exponent of a crude formalism, it seems precisely this aspect of his
work that has been most influential. 14

This is not the place to give a full critique of formalist aesthetics, and I
will restrict myself to pointing out that, first, neither the positions of Fry nor
Bell are logically consistent, and there is no sound argument for excluding
the ‘non-formal’ aspects of art objects from aesthetic experience; and, second,
Fry’s essentially empirical method of generalisation from personal responses
is epistemologically unsound, whatever insights it permitted him as a practical
critic. Fry aspired to what he saw as the objectivity of the natural sciences, but,
as we all know, empirical judgments are far from value-free. His thought was
fundamentally ideological in his almost total inability to recognise the socio-
historical factors that conditioned his own aesthetic sensibility, a sensibility
which he saw, mistakenly, as naturally given.!®

Commentators on Cotman have not in general referred overtly to the doc-
trine of ‘significant form’, but they have either consistently ignored the associ-
ations of his subject-matter, or simply stressed its insignificance. If this inter-
pretation is compared with the overwhelming tendency of British aesthetics in
the early nineteenth century one cannot but notice a glaring contradiction: it
was precisely the associations that Bell and Fry saw as a distraction, and which
Cotman scholars have treated as an irrelevance, that were regarded as the basic
substance of aesthetic experience in Cotman’s period. When Cotman produced
his drawings of 1805-12, the most widely read aesthetic treatises, those of Lord
Kames, Alison, and Payne Knight, were based primarily on concepts of asso-
ciation psychology, borrowed partly from Hume in the case of Kames, and
directly from Hartley in that of Alison and Payne Knight. By the late eighteenth
century, the association of ideas had become one of the most influential con-
cepts in psychology and philosophy, being widely applied in moral and political

13 Fry 1924, pp. 8, 16.

14  On Fry, I find particularly useful Lang 1962. The interpretation of Taylor 1977 seems to
me highly questionable. Frances Spalding’s biography (Spalding 1980) does useful work in
relating Fry’s criticism to his practice as an artist, but is as naive about the socio-historical
determinants of Fry’s aesthetic as Fry himself was.

15  On Bell, see especially Osborne 1965 and Dickie 1965. For further pertinent criticisms of
formalism see Baldwin, Harrison, and Ramsden 1981.



MEANING IN COTMAN’S NORFOLK SUBJECTS 221

theories as well as in philosophical criticism. Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume
and many lesser thinkers used the concept in their systems, although the first
attempt at a consistent and exhaustive application of it to all aspects of human
experience did not come until David Hartley’s Observations of Man of 1749,
which was subsequently popularised through Priestley’s abridged edition of
1775. For thinkers like these, who tried to explain knowledge largely on the basis
of sense sensations, association was an invaluable instrument in accounting for
the formation of complex ideas, memory and imagination, etc. Although asso-
ciation was controversial, and provoked charges of materialism and atheism,
its usefulness attracted such major thinkers as Smith, Bentham and Godwin. It
provided a form of explanation that accorded with the essentially naturalistic
account of mental activity that had become prevalent in the eighteenth cen-
tury and which seemed congruent with the rational scientific modes of thought
that capital and industry increasingly required, while at the same time it could
be used to sustain prevailing religious ideology as the works of Hartley and
Alison clearly demonstrate.6

Alison, who was the most extreme exponent of association aesthetics, main-
tained a doctrine of signs, partly derived from his friend Thomas Reid.!” In
contrast to Bell and Fry, Alison asserted that there is no single, special aesthetic
emotion. The qualities of matter are not aesthetic in themselves, but only as
signs or expressions of our feelings. Aesthetic experience occurs through a cer-
tain exercise of the imagination, from certain sequences of association, that is,
from trains of ideas which excite our emotions. For Alison, in direct opposi-
tion to Bell and Fry, the more associations the art object (or indeed any natural
object considered from the perspective of taste) stimulates the better: ‘the more
that our ideas are increased, or our conceptions are extended upon any subject,
the greater the number of associations we connect with it, the stronger is the
emotion of sublimity or beauty we receive from it.!8 The associations of ideas
which give rise to this aesthetic pleasure are characterised by emotion and by
an overriding principle of unity. Both Alison and Knight particularly stressed
the importance of association in the aesthetic experience of landscape. For
Alison, such superiority as the landscape-painter possessed over the gardener
and over nature itself, depended on his or her capacity to achieve greater unity

16 Onthe general history of association theory see Warren 1921; on association aesthetics, see
McKenzie 1949. Trevor Fawcett also emphasised the important of association theory for
understanding the landscape painting of the period in his excellent article, Fawcett 1982
(1).

17 Alison 1815, vol. 2, p. 416.

18  Alison 1815, vol. 1, p. 37.
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of effect, and thereby greater intensity of emotion: ‘The momentary effects of
light or shade, the fortunate incidents which chance sometimes throws in, to
improve the expressions of real scenery, and which can never again be recalled,
he has it in his power to perpetuate ... Above all, the occupations of men, so
important in determining, or in heightening the characters of nature ... fall eas-
ily within the reach of his imitation, and afford him the means of producing
both greater strength, and greater unity of expression’1®

There is plenty of evidence that association aesthetics was widely discussed
in Cotman’s Norwich. William Taylor, the city’s foremost intellectual, referred
to the importance of association in a lecture on landscape painting which he
gave to the Norwich Philosophical Society in 1814, a society of which both John
Crome and his eldest son were members.20 Taylor’s friend Dr Frank Sayers had
published a ‘Disquisition on Beauty’ in 1793, in which he cited Hartley and
Alison to support the contention that the emotion of beauty is distinguished
from the pleasures of the senses by its dependence on association. Sayers
particularly emphasised that the beauty of landscapes derives from the various
associated ideas the mind connects with them. Although I cannot prove that
Cotman was familiar with this work in 1806-12, a copy of it did appear in his
1834 sale, and it was a 1793 edition rather than either of the collected editions
of Sayers’ works of 1808 and 1823.2!

The significance of association theory for the theory of painting had been
acknowledged as early as Reynolds’ third Idler paper of 1759. However, neither
Reynolds nor any of the Professors of Painting at the Royal Academy made any
attempt to work out its implications for conventional academic theory, with
certain aspects of which it ill-accorded. John Opie, in his Academy lectures,
referred to that ‘wonderful and powerful principle; the association of ideas’
(without elaborating on its significance), and Sayers mentioned in his ‘Disquis-
ition’ that he had discussed the principle with Opie and received confirmation
of his own theory from him. Opie was well-known in Norwich through his peri-
ods of residence in the city, and through his marriage to Amelia Alderson. He
was a friend and mentor to John Crome, and, according to legend, knew Cot-
man too.22 That Cotman discussed association aesthetics in Norwich circles is

19  Alison 1815, vol. 1, pp. 125-6.

20  Taylor 1814, p. 500.

21 Sayers1808.

22 The only extensive theoretical statement by either of the Cromes to survive is John Berney
Crome’s ‘Essay on Painting and Poetry’ (manuscript, Norwich Castle Museum). This makes
little direct reference to association theory, but parts of the argument clearly depend upon
it.
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very probable; that he knew of the theory anyway is beyond doubt. Topograph-
ical watercolour painters had reason to be more receptive to the new concepts
of eighteenth-century aesthetics than were academic theorists, since the pic-
turesque and association theories tended to confer far more status on their
practice than academic theory allowed it. Thus we find Cotman’s friend John
Varley writing in a drawing treatise of 1816—17: ‘A Painter must rest his preten-
sions to fame on an early and natural perception of the beauty of classification,
and in the unity of subject ... this faculty, so rare, and so difficult of acquirement
... owes its power to its concealment, under the garb of simple and faithful imit-
ation of nature, each object and its accompaniments answering to the ideas
instantly raised by the mention of such scenes as those in which they occur; but
surpassing them by the greater perfection of those associations which rendered
those ideas estimable’2? Varley’s phrase ‘under the garb of simple and faithful
imitation of nature’ should serve as a salutary reminder to those who are given
to see early nineteenth-century watercolours as primarily a kind of value-free
record of particular locations, or as an arena for formal experiment. Consider-
ing the emphasis on association and unity of effect in this passage, it is incon-
ceivable that Varley was unfamiliar with Alison’s writings; but this is no surprise
for the language of association was commonplace.

Not only were artists imbued with the ideas of association theory; since it
was such a widely acknowledged principle of contemporary philosophy and
moral and political speculation, it affected the evaluation of many aspects of
experience. References to associations infest guidebooks and local histories
and even private writings. For example, in 1788 William Windham complained
in his diary of the landscape between Costessey and his estate at Felbrigg:
‘There is such a dearth of objects, and poverty of ideas, in the ride from Cossey
hither, as makes me always think of it with dissatisfaction’. Only thoughts of
what he was going to or coming from ‘protected me from the mean associations
which pightels and gorse commons, Stratton and Felthorpe, naturally draw
with them’2* That the Norfolk landscape had little to recommend it to the
picturesque tourist was a commonplace of contemporary guidebooks. Indeed,
it was only the associations occasioned by the prosperity of its agriculture and
the antiquity of its churches that were said to redeem it for the traveller. This
widespread opinion is not without relevance for Norwich art.

The purpose of this brief excursion into aesthetics has been to suggest
that while for most twentieth-century commentators the significance of Cot-

23  Varley 181617, my emphases. Cf. Alison 1815, vol. 2, pp. 199—200.
24  Windham 1866, p. 141. A pightel was a small area of land enclosed by a hedge.
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man’s early drawings may seem to lie primarily in their purely formal qualities,
neither Cotman’s public, nor Cotman himself, can have viewed them in this
way. Cotman’s drawings may be a wonderful achievement, but they are not a
wonderful achievement because they anticipate an aspect of modernist paint-
ing (which they do not), but because of the skill and inventiveness with which
Cotman manipulated early nineteenth-century concepts and techniques.

In the remainder of this essay I will suggest some of the meanings that a
few major drawings of Cotman’s first Norwich period, the drawings in which
‘abstract tendencies’ are said to be most pronounced, are likely to have had
for him and his contemporaries. It seems appropriate to begin with one of the
drawings which Rajnai finds most irreducibly ‘abstract’: The Marl Pit ( fig. 9).
In this, he tells us, ‘the tenuous balance of observed fact and abstract pattern’
inevitably fascinate ‘the connoisseur’ The location is of little consequence
because the composition ‘is such a powerful interplay of diagonal planes, of
flat areas of intensive colour and of light and shade with transitions of reflected
light, that the physical reality of the motif becomes of secondary importance’.25
Rajnai has referred to the marl pits at Whitlingham in connection with this
drawing, and it is possible that what he describes as the ‘square shape’ in the
upper left is in fact the round tower of Whitlingham Church, and that the grey
shapes near it are the ruins of the nave. While the church does look rather
different in other renditions by Norwich artists, Cotman was not inhibited by
topographical accuracy in drawings of this type. He might have removed the
crockets from the top of the tower to achieve a simpler outline, or doctored
the scene in other ways. Any topographical identification must be tentative,
but it does at least look like a marl pit and a ruined round tower church.26 The
location may be of ‘little consequence’ from the point of view of an exegesis of
Cotman’s work in terms of anachronistic modernist categories, but if one’s aim
is to establish the probable meaning of the drawing for its original audience, it
is essential to examine the likely associations of its subject and their place in
the ideologies of the period.

Far from the subject of this drawing being insignificant, it was highly mean-
ingful to the Norfolk bourgeoisie and gentry, the groups who visited the Nor-
wich exhibitions in the early nineteenth century and patronised the Norwich
Society of Artists. This audience was not unified in its social composition, but
for many amongst it The Mar! Pit would likely have been redolent with pleasing

25  Rajnai (ed.) 1982, p. 171. The statement repeats the evaluation in Rajnai and Allthorpe-
Guyton 1979, p. 101.

26  For reproductions of other treatments of this subject see Hemingway 1979, plate 35; and
Allthorpe-Guyton 1977, plate 6.
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FIGURE 9  John Sell Cotman, The Marl Pit, c. 1809-10, pencil and watercolour, 1% x 10%% in
(29.5x25.8cm)
NORFOLK MUSEUMS SERVICE (NORWICH CASTLE MUSEUM AND ART
GALLERY)

associations. Marl was a principal foundation of Norfolk’s progressive agricul-
ture, the pride of the county. According to Arthur Young, who should have
known, manuring was the ‘most important branch’ of Norfolk farming, and he
began his account of manures with marl, as did other writers on the subject.??

27  Young 1804, p. 402. Cf. Bacon 1844, p. 267.
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Rather earlier, in 1794, Nathaniel Kent had claimed that the availability of
marl was one of the three natural advantages of the county, and described it
as an advantage ‘of inestimable value’?® The expense of marling discouraged
fallowing and encouraged crop rotation, another important feature of the
Norfolk system.

Marl is a mixture of clay and lime, which when spread on the land greatly
increases its fertility. It was dug from pits, sometimes about twenty feet deep,
and carried away by cart or by water. There were four main areas in which marl
was found in quantity, one of which was Whitlingham. Deposits there seem to
have been particularly rich, and marl from Whitlingham was carried by water to
many other places in the local Norfolk craft, the wherry. Marl could be carried
50 miles by water more cheaply than it could be taken six or seven by land, and
it often provided a return freight for the wherries that carried a large part of
the goods imported to Norwich up river from the port of Yarmouth. It is quite
probable that the wherries which appear in Cotman’s superb drawing known
as Trowse Hythe ( fig. 10) of c. 180810 were being used for marl carrying. As
Rajnai has observed, if the traditional title of the drawing is correct, then the
wherries are certainly close to Whitlingham, a hamlet on the River Yare just
outside Norwich.2?

Whether or not the boats in Trowse Hythe carried marl, they are unmis-
takeably wherries. This type of boat appears in paintings by all the major Nor-
wich artists, and again, it is a more significant subject than it might appear
at first sight. River traffic to the coast was vital to the economy of Norwich
in the early nineteenth century, and it is no accident that the title of James
Stark’s important topographical work is Scenery of the Rivers of Norfolk (1834).
The carrying trade was conducted entirely by keels and wherries. By 1800 the
keel was on the way out, and wherries, which were peculiar to Norfolk, had
become increasingly large and sophisticated in design.3? Local histories and
guidebooks show them to have been a source of considerable local pride,
as they remained right into the twentieth century. The following account,
which comes from Richard Beatniffe’s Norfolk Tour of 1795, is typical: ‘The
KEELS and WHERRIES which navigate between Norwich and Yarmouth, are
acknowledged to be superior to the small craft on any other stream in Eng-
land, for carrying a larger burden and being worked at a smaller expense’3! It is

28 Kent 1794, p. 8.

29  Marshall 1787, vol. 2, p. 99. Marshall particularly emphasised that marl was carried from
Whitlingham by wherries.

30  Clark1961. On the wider issue of the river system, see Edwards 1965.

31 Beamiffe 1795, pp. 114-15.
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FIGURE 10 jJohn Sell Cotman, Trowse Hythe, c. 1808-10, watercolour, 12%% x 17% in
(31.6 x44.2cm)
NORFOLK MUSEUMS SERVICE (NORWICH CASTLE MUSEUM AND ART
GALLERY)

tempting to identify Trowse Hythe with Cotman’s 1808 exhibit at the Norwich
Society of Artists entitled Norfolk Craft.

To continue with the associations of agriculture, Norfolk farming was, as I
have said, the pride of the local bourgeoisie and gentry. I am not, of course,
suggesting that the Norwich bourgeoisie and the Norfolk gentry had identical
interests and outlooks. The violence of Norwich politics in the late eight-
eenth and early nineteenth centuries partly signifies the conflict of interests
between the city’s bourgeoisie, many of whom were Jacobins’ or reformers, and
who ardently desired peace and a resumption of uninterrupted trade, and the
county gentry, many of whom opposed reform at home and were also determ-
ined to defeat revolutionary France. Not that one can make simplistic equa-
tions between social groups and political outlooks, for, while there were large
landowners such as Thomas Coke who were convinced reformers, so too there
were ardent Tories among the Norwich manufacturers such as John Harvey.

In 1802, radical support in Norwich was still sufficiently strong to return
William Smith, a notable dissenter and reformer, and the Whig Robert Fellowes
in the July election, defeating William Windham and the Tory Frere by a clear
if not overwhelming majority. However, when war broke out again in 1803,
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the widespread fear of invasion, together with a propaganda drive among the
working classes, whipped up a new level of patriotic sentiment. Many former
Norwich Jacobins’ now backed the government’s defence policies, which were
even supported by The Iris, the radical Whig newspaper, edited by William
Taylor. An ardent enthusiast for the French Revolution, who had visited Paris in
1790 to see for himself, Taylor now subscribed £ 25 to the local Volunteer Regi-
ment and even considered enlisting in it.32 Unanimity of support decreased in
the years 1806—9, especially in the north of England where there was consid-
erable agitation for peace, a minimum wage and constitutional reform. There
were barricades in the London streets around the house of the Westminster
Radical M.P. Sir Francis Burdett in 1810 and 1811-13 saw the fierce Luddite riots
in Lancashire, Nottingham and Yorkshire. There were also divisions among the
propertied classes between what has been called the ‘old’ and ‘new’ England,
but the agitation of the new style capitalists, who with working-class support
opposed the Orders of Council and the monopoly of the East India Company,
and who were for peace in 1812, was successfully contained through timely con-
cessions.33 It was another stage in that process of compromise and adaptation
between the bourgeoisie and landed interests which is such a notable charac-
teristic of British history. On a general level it has been effectively argued that
the wars with France deferred the crisis of oligarchic rule in Britain for a num-
ber of years and brought many in both gentry and bourgeoisie round to tempor-
ary support of the dominant elite. Improving landlord and manufacturing cap-
italist shared a fundamental ideology in political economy, and in this time of
acute social unrest recognised a common interest in repressing dissent among
the labouring classes. It is not, therefore, surprising that the Norfolk bourgeoisie
could find much to admire in the capitalistic activities of the gentry.34

That a county which as recently as the seventeenth century had been noted
for the poverty of its soil should become a model of progress and prosperity
was, in the view of Cotman’s contemporaries, ‘a lesson in rural economy’.

32  ForNorwich radicalism see Jewson 1975. For Taylor’s initial response to the French Revolu-
tion, see Robberds 1843, vol. 1, pp. 68—9. By 1798 he had become increasingly ‘antigallican’
(vol. 1, p. 229), and his editorials in The Iris were strongly anti-French. [Since I published
this, valuable additions to the history of Norwich politics have appeared in the form of the
fine chapter on the subject in Rogers 1989, pp. 304—43, and Mark Knights essay ‘Politics,
1660-1835), in Rawcliff and Wilson (eds.) 2004, pp. 167-92.].

33  See Emsley 1979, Chapters 6-8.

34 My interpretation of the relationship between the gentry and bourgeoisie derives from
the debates between Perry Anderson, Tom Nairn, and Edward Thompson in the 1960s. See
Introduction.
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Charles 11 was reputed to have said that Norfolk should be cut up and used
as roads for the rest of the kingdom. By contrast, George 111 called one of
his two model farms ‘The Norfolk Farm'. Eloquent tributes to Norfolk farming
by Kent and Young appeared in the reports of the Board of Agriculture, and
in 1829 one local historian observed that it had contributed more than any
other single factor to the county’s increasing population, its opulence, and
the general ‘elevation of its character'3% These improvements were said to
have taken place in a remarkably short space of time. According to Nathaniel
Kent, within a century the greater part of the county had been ‘a wild, bleak,
unproductive country, comparatively with what it now is; a full half of it
was rabbit warrens and sheep-walks’36 In the early nineteenth century this
improvement was particularly attributed to the exertions of Thomas Coke
of Holkham, who received enthusiastic tributes from Norwich bourgeois like
Dr Edward Rigby and Richard Bacon, editor of the Norwich Mercury. (John
Crome was an errand boy for Rigby before he turned painter, and Rigby was
Cotman’s physician in 1812. Rigby was also a member of the Norwich Society
of Artists from 1810 to 1817, and a patron of the Society from 1818 until his
death in 1821.) Prior to Coke, it was said, scarcely ‘an ear could be made to
grow’ in north-east Norfolk, but now ‘the most abundant crops of wheat and
barley wave over the entire district’3” Coke’s reformist politics, as well as his
practices as a landlord, endeared him to these local bourgeois, who strenuously
recommended the improved agriculture, whatever its immediate social effects.
Not that bourgeois opinion of improvement was uniformly favourable, and
indeed Rigby’s essay on Holkham, which was read at the Norwich Philosophical
Society in December 1816, was intended to contradict charges made against
Coke in the recent county elections that his system of farming had deprived
the poor of employment and made corn dear (Coke was one of the main
targets of anti-Corn Law demonstrators in Norwich in 1815-16). There were
clearly differences of opinion amongst the local bourgeoisie as to whether the
benefits of improvement outweighed the suffering it caused, but those such as
Rigby, Bacon and Joseph Chambers who thought that it did, certainly had the
authority of political economy on their side.38 It was their view which accorded
best with the predominant bourgeois outlook.

35  John Chambers, A General History of the County of Norfolk (Norwich and London, 1829),
p- 21

36 Kent, General View, vol. 1, 32.

37  Chambers 1829, pp. vi-vii.

38  Rigby1817. Cf. Bacon 1844, pp. 1-5, and Chambers 1829, pp. xi and xxvii—xxviii. These texts
are all somewhat later than Cotman'’s drawing, but comments in favour of improvement in
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Given this background, the apparently non-committal view of agricultural
landscape in Cotman’s Ploughed Field ( fig. 171) may not be as empty of meaning
as it seems. Although the view cannot be identified, the drawing undoubtedly
dates from c. 1808-10, and is almost certainly a view of Norfolk. At this time, the
enclosure of wastes and commons and the turning of new land to the plough
had strong local significance, and indeed, considering the role British agricul-
ture was playing in the war effort, a patriotic significance too. It should be noted
that several lines of hedges enclosing fields can be seen in this drawing, while
the figure is one of those industrious local inhabitants whom the guidebooks
praised as yeomen of ‘truly English appearance’3® Thus what the view lacks in
conventional picturesque features, it made up for in pleasing local associations,
the cultivated expanse of the view being itself significant. The high prices of the
war years had stimulated the pace of agricultural improvement, leading to new
enclosures and the enclosure of wastes. From 1808 to 1812, the sequence of bad
harvests took the price of grain to astronomical heights, causing considerable
suffering amongst the poor and exacerbating social unrest. Thus Cotman'’s vista
of improvement might signify profit and pride, but also a rather anxious hope.
Cotman’s sensitivity to Norfolk’s improved agriculture is indicated by the well-
known etching of a Norfolk plough in his Liber Studiorum, a plough which had
already appeared in the watercolour East Barsham Hall, which is roughly con-
temporary with A Ploughed Field.*°

In contrast to the clearly ‘improved’ landscape of A Ploughed Field, Cot-
man’s three surviving views of Mousehold Heath depict apparently unenclosed
wastes and sheep-walks, except in the British Museum’s drawing ( fig. 12), where
a small piece of enclosure encroaches in the lower right.*! Mousehold Heath
on the north-east edge of Norwich was a popular subject with local artists.
John Crome’s painting in the Tate Gallery, which dates from c. 1815 ( fig. 48), is
probably the best known treatment of it, but Cotman also exhibited four views
of the heath with the Norwich Society in 1809—10. The cause of Mousehold’s
popularity was certainly that it was a place of recreation for the townsfolk of

Beatniffe 1795 suggest that throughout this period the argument was frequently rehearsed
in travel literature aimed largely at a middle-class readership. For a modern view of Coke,
see Parker 1966. Amongst the middle-class radicals of Norwich in the 1790s, opinions
varied as to whether or not enclosure was beneficial to society: See The Cabinet. By a Society
of Gentlemen, 3 vols. (Norwich, 1795), vol. 1, pp. 45-58, and vol. 2, pp. 215-21.

39  Chambers 1829, p. cii.

40  Reproduced in Rajnai and Allthorpe-Guyton 1979, plate 43.

41 The other two versions are reproduced in Rajnai and Allthorp-Guyton 1979, plates 73 and
74.
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FIGURE 11 john Sell Cotman, The Ploughed Field, c. 1808-10, pencil and watercolour, 9 x13% in
(22.8x35cm)
© LEEDS MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES (LEEDS ART GALLERY) UK/BRIDGEMAN
IMAGES

Norwich. However, at the beginning of the nineteenth centur