Wright of Derby Symposium
Eighteenth-Century Worlds Research Centre (University of Liverpool) & Walker Art Gallery (NML)
16th and 17th November 2007, Merseyside Maritime Museum, Liverpool
Day 1
 Friday, 16 November 2007
14.00
Registration and Coffee

14.30
Welcome: Holger Hoock, Director, Eighteenth-Century Worlds Research Centre
Commerce and Culture: Wright in Liverpool (Chair: N.N. Yale British Art Center TBC)
Roye Sweet, Leicester
Liverpool in the Eighteenth Century:  A Town of Commerce and Taste
Alex Kidson, NML
The Liverpool Art Scene in the Late Eighteenth Century
Paul Laxton, UoL
Taking Notes on the Left’: The Shadowy Career and Thwarted Ambitions of Peter Burdett

16.00
Coffee

16.30
Exhibition (Chair: N.N., NML)
Elizabeth E. Barker, New York
An Introduction to the Exhibition: Making and Meaning
17.30
Reception and Private View for Delegates [Walker Art Gallery]
Day 2
 Saturday, 17 November 2007
9.00
Coffee and Registration

9.30
Keynote Addresses: Wright Revisited (Chair: Elizabeth E. Barker)
Ludmilla Jordanova, London: Using Wright - A Historiographical Perspective
Matthew Craske, Oxford: Joseph Wright Scholarship: A Revisionist View
11.00
Coffee

11.15 
Academies, Patrons, and Collectors (Chair: Holger Hoock)
Matthew Hargraves, Yale
‘Unknowing or Unknown’: Joseph Wright of Derby and the Society of Artists

Vicky Whitfield, Manchester
Building Networks - Joseph Wright and his Circle of Patrons

Suzanne May, Liverpool
Wright and Late-Renaissance Humanism: ‘Attempts towards fame and fortune’

12.45 Lunch

14.00
Rural Retirement and the Culture of Sensibility (Chair: Marcus Walsh, UoL) 
John Bonehill, Leicester
  Wright’s Retirement
Stephen Daniels, Nottingham
  Cottages on Fire 

15.00
A Continental View (Chair: Xanthe Brooke, NML)

Micael Ahlund, Stockholm: Swedish Comparisons and Connections: Pehr Hilleström & Elias Martin
15.45 Coffee

16.15
Concluding Session (Chair: Alex Kidson, NML)
Commentary:
 Lawrence E. Klein, Cambridge
Concluding Discussion
17.00
Symposium Ends
Full speaker profiles and abstracts

Roey Sweet

Liverpool in the Eighteenth Century:  A Town of Commerce and Taste
Joseph Wright, the artist who is commonly seen to have rejected the opportunity of making a career in London in favour of a life in the provinces, is often held up as the embodiment of the thriving urban culture which historians have in recent years identified in the provincial towns of eighteenth-century Britain. This paper will consider Liverpool’s place in the development of provincial urban culture, and in particular how the town was represented and perceived by those who lived there and who visited it. As one of the most rapidly growing and prosperous towns in the eighteenth century it evoked very mixed reactions: on the one hand its burgeoning trade and evident wealth evoked admiration and pride in the nation’s commercial success, but its mercantile culture based on an ethos of trade and profit was repugnant to many who dismissed its claims to ‘politeness’ out of hand: it was ‘but a wild, barren waste’ and the only town of its size which had not a single building devoted to promotion of the arts, sciences or useful knowledge. But in response, local apologists, such as George Perry, William Enfield and William Moss, were at pains to show that Liverpool’s commerce was the key to liberty, taste and civilization. By the early nineteenth century it was claimed that Liverpool excelled all other provincial towns in the cultivation of the fine arts. These conflicting representations, themselves often the product of a flourishing provincial print culture, will provide the core of the paper. 

Rosemary Sweet is Professor of Urban History and Director of the Centre for Urban History at the University of Leicester.  She has published widely on aspects of eighteenth-century urban culture and politics.  Her most recent book, Antiquaries: The Discovery of the Past in Eighteenth-Century Britain (2004), is a study of antiquarian culture in the long eighteenth century.  She is currently studying British travellers in Italy and their responses to Italian cities and antiquities.

Paul Laxton

‘Taking notes on the left’: the shadowy career and thwarted ambitions of Peter Burdett

Portraits of the cartographer P. P. Burdett (c.1734-1793) have been reproduced ad nauseam in textbooks, on dust jackets, and posters. In Joseph Wright’s famous painting The philosopher giving a lecture on the Orrery (1766) he is ‘the man taking notes on the left’. To Wright specialists Burdett is less anonymous; Benedict Nicolson, David Fraser and others have documented his friendship with the painter, advising him on The Alchymist, modelling for two of his works in the mid-1760s, and experimenting with various engraving techniques, notably aquatint. Less well-known (until its spectacular appearance at the Tate in 1990) was Wright’s portrait of Burdett and his wife Hannah, wonderfully interpreted by Judy Egerton and reproduced as a dust jacket for Lawrence Stone’s history of divorce, Broken Lives (1993). It was a gift to the Burdetts—some gift, some friendship. Burdett was a good draughtsman. He has left his mark on the iconography of Liverpool in his series of drawings for Enfield’s History of Liverpool (1773). They too are endlessly reproduced without regard for their shadowy creator.

Peter Burdett had many talents, boundless energy for schemes and projects, and an unerring ability to run them into the sand. Plausible and persuasive, his mercurial character fragmented a fine career in both arts and science. And yet he was a characteristic figure of the late eighteenth-century inter-connected world of arts, manufactures and science; he was good at networking. As Brian Harley and I wrote of him over 30 years ago, in connection with his mapping of Cheshire, he moved “if not in the centre at least in the penumbra of the Lunar Society of Birmingham”. In this talk, as well as outlining Burdett’s life, I will consider some of the lessons for our understanding of those networks, and of the relationship between cartography, arts and society in the late eighteenth-century North of England.

Dr Paul Laxton lectured in the Department of Geography at Liverpool University from 1969 to 2002. His major research interests include the history of cartography and the history of British and American cities from the late 18th to the early 20th centuries.

Elizabeth Barker will give an introduction to the exhibition, ranging widely from its intellectual rationale to curatorial and practical issues raised by the project.

Dr Elizabeth Barker is the co-curator of the exhibition. She completed her Ph. D. thesis, A very great and uncommon genius in a peculiar way’: Joseph Wright of Derby and Candlelight Painting in Eighteenth-Century Britain for New York University in 2003. From 2000 to 2005 she was a curator in the Department of Drawings and Prints at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and she is currently Director of the Picker Art Gallery, Colgate University, New York. She was co-curator of the Samuel Palmer exhibition in London and New York 2005. Her article Documents relating to Joseph Wright of Derby is due to appear in the Walpole Society Journal, 2007.

Alex Kidson

The Liverpool Art Scene, 1740-1770

This paper will consider the art scene in Liverpool before and during Wright of Derby’s stay in Liverpool between 1768 and 1771. Its central focus will be the careers of artists who worked in Liverpool before Wright. These figures can be divided into three groups: artists based permanently in Liverpool, who had to evolve strategies for making a living in a town not notable for its levels of artistic patronage; native artists who left Liverpool in order to seek their fortunes in London (best known among them George Stubbs and the marine painter Richard Wright) and itinerant artists (like Joseph Wright himself) whose temporary presence tapped into the curiosity of the native population. These figures will be set against a brief consideration of the demand in Liverpool for art and types of artistic products, and the availability of art to see in the form of collections and exhibitions. This existing ‘artistic product’ will be to the foundation, and chronic fragility, of Liverpool’s first art institution, the Society of Artists of 1769. A concluding section will consider the impact of Wright’s stay in the city and will suggest that for all its brevity – and indeed obscurity, for there is much about this period of Wright’s career that remains unexplained – his impact on Liverpool’s development as a centre of culture was decisive.

Alex Kidson is Curator of British Paintings at the Walker Art Gallery and co-curator of the Wright of Derby exhibition. His exhibitions and books include George Romney (WAG/NPG, 2002). 

Ludmilla Jordanova

Using Wright - A Historiographical Perspective
A handful of Wright’s paintings are reproduced time and again, especially on the covers of books.  Indeed they are often thought to epitomise eighteenth-century science, to capture the Enlightenment visually.  Each further act of reproduction makes them more familiar, more able to act as a kind of epitome of the period.  There is a good deal to be unravelled about how this works and what its full implications are.  I shall attempt to do some such unravelling and to trace some of the implications of Wright’s unusual status as an artist whose work is taken to sum up an era.  I shall do so as part of a larger project on the ways in historians do and can use visual and material culture in their work.  

Ludmilla Jordanova is Professor of Modern History, King’s College, London, and a Trustee of the National Portrait Gallery, London.  She works on the (very) long eighteenth century, and is especially interested in the integration of visual and material evidence into historical practice.  Her publications include Defining Features: Scientific and Medicine Portraiture 1660-2000 (2000) and History in Practice (2nd edition, 2006).

Matthew Craske

Joseph Wright Scholarship: A Revisionist View

The objective of this paper will be to question the entire post-Second World War historiography on Joseph Wright. I will argue that the association between his own creative identity and science and industry is largely a fabrication of Marxist historiography (primarily that of Klingender who had little or no appreciation of the primary sources relating to this artist). This way of understanding Wright is, I show, entirely modern, and had no place in the considerable primary literature on the artist. One of the consequences of this ‘modern’ reading of the artist’s oeuvre is a lamentable ignorance concerning Wright’s work after 1778, when through his dispute with the Academy he became a major public figure. It is, I argue, a clear misunderstanding to regard the ‘science’ and ‘industry’ images as the works which defined Wright’s fame, especially at the time of his death. As we are in Liverpool, I will review the Liverpool period and assess the reason why Wright came to that maritime centre. I will argue that the legend that Wright was an opponent of slavery is a mere surmise, based upon the overstated belief that he had radical political sentiments.

Dr Matthew Craske lectures in History of Art at Oxford Brookes. He has held fellowships at Churchill College, Cambridge, the Henry Moore Centre at Leeds, and the National Portrait Gallery.  He has been the host ‘expert’ both for galleries, auction houses and television programmes and has been involved in various think tanks for the presentation of Art and national Identity at the new Tate Britain. His books include Hogarth, Liberty and its Consequences (London: Tate Publishing and Harvard: Princeton University Press, 2000) and the forthcoming The Silent Rhetoric of the Body: A History of Monumental Sculpture and Commemorative Art in England. 1720-70.

Matthew Hargraves

‘Unknowing or Unknown’: Joseph Wright of Derby and the Society of Artists

This paper will consider Wright of Derby’s association with the Society of Artists of Great Britain, and his participation in the metropolitan exhibitions. Starting in 1765, Wright was an annual exhibitor with the Society down to 1776 before he finally defected to the Royal Academy in 1778. Quarrels with the latter institution forced a brief return to the Society in 1790 and 1791, but this rapprochement ended with the Society’s own demise. I want to stress that Wright was no provincial oddity, but an artist at the forefront of developments in the metropolis. As an exhibitor with the Society of Artists, Wright attained an enviable profile thanks to the sensational reviews his major tableaux received from the London critics. Unlike many of his peers, Wright’s principal exhibits often found buyers through the exhibitions, and he skillfully marketed his work through close association with engravers such as Valentine Green and William Pether. Moreover, living in Derby, Liverpool and Bath did not prevent him exerting a significant impact in artistic politics, joining forces with like-minded colleagues in the Society of Artists in the late 1760s to try to wrest control away from the established Directorate which produced unforeseen and dramatic consequences. But on his return from Italy in 1775, his friend Erasmus Darwin could still describe Wright as ‘unknowing or unknown’ to polite society. This paper, therefore, will focus on Wright’s metropolitan networks which have tended to be overlooked in favour of his social and intellectual circles in the Midlands. I aim to explore the interplay between Wright’s provincial and metropolitan profile and consider how far his close engagement with the Society of Artists played a role in his ultimate sense of unfulfilled potential. How far, for instance, was his residence in the provinces a tactical career move, or evidence of the failure of his metropolitan ambitions? Ultimately, I aim to establish the extent to which engaging with the Society of Artists helped launch him as one of the finest artists to emerge in the 1760s, as well as hinder his ultimate advancement. 

Dr Matthew Hargraves is a Research Associate at the Yale Center for British Art and author of Candidates for Fame: The Society of Artists of Great Britain, 1760-1791 (2006) and Great British Watercolors from the Paul Mellon Collection (forthcoming 2007).

Vicky Whitfield

Building Networks - Joseph Wright and his Circle of Patrons
Joseph Wright spent most of his working life far from the Metropolitan art world. Whilst this brought both frustrations and freedoms to his working practice, it also necessitated the fruitful exploitation of contacts and the construction of a network of patrons within easy reach to ensure that commissions and sales were never too hard to find.  

This paper will consider how Wright’s patronage network originated in connections he made during his sojourn in Liverpool and blossomed into a cobweb of associations that he continued to draw upon for the rest of his life. Certain patrons played more of a part in his life than others, especially Manchester’s John Leigh Philips and Liverpool’s Daniel Daulby.  Other men were influential in providing the initial contact from which these relationships were able to grow, notably Wright’s friend the cartographer Peter Perez Burdett, who went to Liverpool just before Wright, and the merchant Richard Tate, with whom Wright boarded in Liverpool, and whose family were to be amongst the painter’s closest friends.  
Throughout his career, Wright had to negotiate an often delicately balanced pathway between friendship, business dealings, and obligation. The paper will examine the way in which his patronage relationships shifted and changed over the years, the way in which some developed into friendships whilst others remained enmeshed in a dance of formality, an endless cycle of reciprocal gifting. Wright’s patronage connections are, in many ways, paradigmatic of the evolving patronage patterns in the North West region occasioned by both the burgeoning art market and the mutable social status of artists and patrons. Inevitably, the relationships reflected not only the increased interest in art collecting in the region but also the growth of a new public arena characterised by commerce and manufacturing.  

Dr Vicky Whitfield teaches art history at the University of Manchester. Her research interests encompass 18th-century portraiture, particularly works linked to the emerging industrial economy at the end of the century, and the collecting and patronage of art by private individuals in the north-west of England during the 19th century. She is currently completing a book on the latter topic following a major AHRC funded research project at Manchester.

Suzanne May

Wright and Late-Renaissance Humanism: ‘Attempts towards fame and fortune’

Joseph Wright of Derby is generally perceived as one of the eighteenth century’s most modern artists—he is celebrated for single-handedly creating a radical new genre of scientific conversation pieces in the 1760s that were elevated to the level of history paintings, positing him as the true modern moral painter of the Enlightenment and the scene-painter and portraitist to the Industrial Revolution.  Wright’s imperative for originality and unorthodoxy in the works of this period has received in-depth scholarly attention, yet the collaborative nature of the history paintings and literary illustrations produced in the following decades is a much-less-scrutinized aspect of his career.  Wright’s close consultation with both professional and amateur literary figures presents a model of artistic creativity and production at odds with the image of the independent painter of heroic genre pictures but it was an accepted practice of long-standing tradition not yet extinguished in late-eighteenth-century Britain.  In his seventh discourse, 1776, Sir Joshua Reynolds assured the artists of Britain that there were many ‘learned and ingenious men’ who would be happy to assist them with their history paintings provided they display appropriate deference and docility.  Reynolds was only repeating an ideal first promulgated in Alberti’s De Pictura and confirmed in Vasari’s Lives, and an ideal that was reality enough in late-eighteenth-century Britain to have been commented on by Samuel Johnson, Horace Walpole, and Edward Gibbon, and satirised by Peter Pindar.  Wright’s fulsome language in addressing his literary advisors and his gifts of paintings to poetic friends were productive of publicly-circulated eulogistic and ekphrastic verses on his works, revealing the reciprocity of this culture of artistic gift exchange of which Wright was a fully committed participant. 

Suzanne May has published on the literary circle of George Romney and the scenographic influences visible in the works of Caravaggio.  She undertook her Master’s level graduate work at the University of Maryland and completed her PhD at Liverpool John Moores University with the thesis ‘Sublime and Infernal Reveries’: George Romney and the Creation of a Late-Eighteenth-Century History Painter (2007).

John Bonehill

Wright’s Retirement

This paper will explore the identification of the painter Joseph Wright of Derby with models of rural retirement. It will argue that an examination of literary tributes to the artist, together with a survey of Wright’s exhibiting practices in the years following his first showing at the Royal Academy in 1778, indicate a close association with Horatian ideals that has been all but neglected in the secondary literature. For while the encomiums of those close to the painter, most notably those penned by poet William Hayley, celebrated Wright’s modesty and solitary dedication to his art, these were views complemented by the paintings sent to London’s premier exhibiting institution, which asserted his credentials as a man of feeling and, first and foremost, a painter of refined sensibility. He had begun to display works at the Royal Academy following a very public break with the failing Society of Artists, and his apparent retreat from the world might be interpreted, in part, as an attempt to distance himself from the undignified infighting of the metropolitan art world. Yet, once his relationship with the Academy soured, as it did quite dramatically in early 1783, the identification of the Derby painter with the ideals of sequestered study, removed from the corruption of town life, came to represent an artist at odds with the dominant force in British art. This was most obvious in responses to the artist’s 1785 one-man show; an event widely understood as motivated by Wright being marginalized by the ‘dark cabals’ of the Academy. 

Dr John Bonehill teaches in the Department of the History of Art at the University of Leicester. His publications include, as co-editor (with Geoff Quilley), William Hodges 1747-1797: The Art of Exploration (2004) and Conflicting Visions: War and Visual Culture in Britain and France, c.1700-1830 (2005). He has recently completed a book-length study (co-written with Matthew Craske) entitled Theatres of Mars: War, the Visual Arts and the Formation of Public Culture in Hanoverian Britain c.1713-1815. 

Stephen Daniels

Cottages on Fire

Wright produced several paintings of cottages on fire by night between 1787 and his death ten years later. Most show the burning cottage on the one side of the picture, a ruined tower on the other, and small figures responding to the event, regarding it in various ways, even as they make their escape.  These pictures have received scant scholarly attention. This paper explores their shifting and sometimes elusive significance. It assesses them in terms of pictorial and literary traditions of the subject, including wartime atrocity images, domestic versions of the picturesque, patronage circles in London and Northwest and the wider field of the culture of sensibility. The paper uses one of Wright’s pictures of a cottage by day for comparison and doing so considers the influence of the writings of Wright’s friend and patron Thomas Gisborne. Wright’s Village on Fire is examined in terms of its exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1794 and in the context of wartime panic.

Stephen Daniels is Professor of Human Geography at the University of Nottingham and Director of the AHRC Landscape and Environment Programme. He is the author of a number of works on the arts and culture of the 18th century including Humphry Repton and the Geography and Georgian England (1999) and  Joseph Wright (1999).        

Mikael Ahlund 
Joseph Wright of Derby from a Swedish viewpoint

Using 18th-century Sweden as an example, the art and society of Joseph Wright of Derby can be illuminated from a new perspective. Comparisons between Wright and his Swedish contemporaries Pehr Hilleström (1732–1816) and Elias Martin (1739–1818) shed light on a number of issues central to both British and Scandinavian 18th-century art, concerning modernity, patronage and market strategies.

In different fields Martin and Hilleström show significant similarities to Wright. Hilleström’s many pictures of the Swedish iron-making industry – including interiors from forges, foundries, and mines – and his special interest in rendering light effects, present a pictorial world closely related to Wright’s. The market strategies that Elias Martin deployed during his long stay in London (1768–80), where he exhibited at both the Society of Artists and at the Royal Academy, illustrate an artistic career parallel to Wright’s.

In Sweden, both Martin and Hilleström tried to address new groups of consumers on the rapidly developing art market. Large scale oil paintings executed on royal commission ran parallel with a vast output of other types of pictures as well as prints intended for a new middle-class audience. These artists’ treatment of traditional versus modern subject matter reveals complex social and political patterns. Similar to Wright, their attempt to attract patronage from shifting social parties is reflected in a differentiated pictorial production. 

Hilleström’s industrial scenes and Martin’s many depictions of the typical Swedish rural iron-making estates (deploying a Nordic version of the English country house portrait-formula) reveal the growing importance of new groups in the Gustavian society. Increasingly popular with both the king, ironwork owners, and the mercantile classes, these new pictorial genres reflect new political alliances, in opposition to the traditional landowning aristocracy which preferred very different motifs. In the works of Hilleström and Martin signs of modernity and a prosperous contemporary society became closely connected to new interpretations of the Swedish landscape, and, as in England, these types of pictures proved to be an important tool in the formation of a new national identity.

Mikael Ahlund is curator of 18th-century paintings and sculpture at the Nationalmuseum of Fine Arts in Stockholm. He has published a number of texts in the field of 18th-century art. He is presently completing his doctoral dissertation on the Swedish painter Elias Martin at Uppsala University. In 1995-2005 he was a board member of the Swedish section of ISECS (International Society of Eighteenth Century Studies).
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