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1. Introduction

The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881 is one of the 

greatest pictures of the Victorian Life. It was Frith’s sixth 

and last picture to need a guard and a rail to protect it from 

the crowds while on view at the Royal Academy, due to its 

enormous popularity with the Victorian audience. It is also 

an historically important record of art criticism and social 

evolution, memorialising the fashionable crowd at the 

Annual Summer Exhibition that had taken place only two 

years earlier – a subject which provided a perfect vehicle 

for depicting the great and good from all walks of Victorian 

Society.

When exceptional Victorian Pictures, such as the present 

work, appear on the art market, they are often discoveries, 

works hidden away, then overlooked before being 

declared ‘lost’, victims of the changing taste and market 

doldrums of first half of the 20th Century. In contrast we 

assume that all the great, well-known and well-loved 

pictures, the images of which are familiar to us, are safely 

enshrined in public collections, carefully researched and 

fully catalogued. So it is a remarkable thing that Frith’s 

celebrated picture The Private View at the Royal Academy 

is not only still in private hands, but has been in the same 

family since it was exhibited to great acclaim at the Royal 

Academy in 1883, where it was purchased for 2500 gns 

by Alfred Pope. This seminal work is now on the art market 

for the first time in 135 years. 

The iconic status of The Private View at the Royal 

Academy is underlined by the many requests for loans 

to key exhibitions, not only those discussing the work of 

Frith, but also the bi-centenary and 250th anniversary 

of the Royal Academy. The painting has also been 

widely reproduced in books ranging from biographies of 

Oscar Wilde to Global Histories1; its iconography key to 

our perception of the factions within Victorian Society. 

Remarkably the painting is in excellent condition, the 

canvas unlined and having been only lightly cleaned in 

advance of its loan to the Royal Academy for its 250th 

anniversary exhibition. The work is in its original frame with 

inscribed key.

Figure 1, Walter William Ouless (1848-1933)  
Portrait of Alfred Pope 
Private collection.

The picture was bought either just before or at the Royal 

Academy exhibition of 1883 by Alfred Pope (fig. 1). In 

Frith’s letter of 28 September to Alfred Pope he states 

that The Private View was `not shown in the best locality’, 

this would refer to the exhibition at Vine Villa, Harrogate 

in September 1883. It appears from correspondence 

in a private collection that Pope paid for the picture by 

instalments, commencing around the time of the opening 

of the Royal Academy and did not take possession of the 

picture until the final instalment was paid. In the meantime 

Frith was permitted to exhibit the work elsewhere, with 

Dickinson and Sons acting as agents. As with previous 

pictures Frith was able to generate additional income from 

the shilling entrance fee and these regional exhibitions also 

served to peak interest in any envisaged engravings. The 
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Figure 3, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
Portrait of Mrs Alfred Pope  
Private collection.

Figure 2, Advertisement for Pope’s 1880 Ale

exhibition in Harrogate finished on the 29 September 1883, 

the same date that Frith states that he was expecting the 

final instalment for The Private View  to be paid. 

Pope was a solicitor by trade, who assisted his brother 

Edwin Pope in securing the remaining stake of Eldridge, 

Pope and Co. Brewery based in Dorchester, Dorset on 

the death of John Tizard in 1871. The 1880s were a 

high point in the company’s fortunes (fig. 2). In 1881 it 

expanded to new premises with its own railway sidings, 

the same year as the Private View depicted in Frith’s work. 

It immediately became the biggest employer in the town, 

and after sixteen prosperous years the Popes formed a 

new company known as Eldridge Pope & Co. Limited. 

It is unclear when Frith first met Pope, but Frith was on 

good terms with Mr Pope by early 1882 as a letter from 

Frith, dated 25 April 1882 (private collection) states how 

he looks forward to making Mrs Pope’s acquaintance. He 

became a favourite with the Pope family, later painting  

Mrs Alfred Pope’s portrait, which was exhibited at the 

Royal Academy in 1885 (fig. 3). The two astute business 

men remained on good, familiar terms as evidenced by 

a letter dated April 1895 (private collection) from Frith to 

Pope which apologises to Mrs Pope on behalf of Mrs Frith 

for being a poor correspondent on account of her ill health 

(see fig. 13).

The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881 is the last of 

Frith’s great panoramas depicting modern life and the last 

remaining in private hands. 
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2. Conceiving his ‘Last Great Picture’
‘But the subject—then, as now and ever, the chief 
difficulty — where was I to find a scene of such 
interest and importance as to warrant my spending 
months, perhaps a year or two, in representing it?’ 3 

Frith never committed to painting a major work, without 

doing everything he could to ensure that it would be 

a success. A large-scale picture was a considerable 

undertaking and it meant less time for smaller works 

and commissions as well as a lot of expense in sittings, 

photography and materials. The painting needed to be a 

success and to the very business-like Frith this meant that 

it must be popular with the public as he had long given up 

trying to please the critics. In his autobiography he often 

talks about the risk associated with such a commitment 

although all his major works had succeeded. The sixty-

two-year old artist needed a new subject for his grand 

undertaking and he found it within a very public occasion 

attended by the celebrated figures of the day. 

'Pictures composed of groups of well-known people,' he 
wrote, 'are always very popular at the Academy, and 
"The Private View" was no exception to that rule...' 4  

Group portraits in themselves could be tedious and 

onerous to paint with a result that could be unsatisfactory. 

This is something that Frith had learnt to his cost when 

he accepted the commission from the Queen for 

The Marriage of the Prince of Wales with Princess 

Alexandra of Denmark, Windsor, 10 March 1863, (fig. 

4, engraving, 1870, oil painting in the Royal Collection). 

It was excessively difficult to paint, time consuming, 

and probably the least successful of his great works. 

A celebrity painting would certainly be popular, but it 

needed another dimension if it was to be the artistic 

success he desired. Frith always looked to the opinions of 

popular culture and prevalent in 1881 was a whole series 

of popular satirical responses to the Aesthetic movement. 

Queen Victoria herself had seen and enjoyed the 1881 

play The Colonel by the editor of Punch, Frank Burnand, 

whose central character was based upon Oscar Wilde 

depicted as a shamming poet and Aesthete: 'a very clever 

play,' she wrote, 'written to quiz and ridicule the foolish 

aesthetic people who dress in such absurd manner, with 

loose garments, puffed sleeves, great hats, and carrying 

peacock's feathers, sunflowers and lilies.' With this craze 

Frith found the focus for his group portrait and followed 

the popular trend of portraying Wilde as the leader of a 

pretentious movement, surrounded by his followers: 

‘Beyond the desire of recording for posterity the 
aesthetic craze as regards dress, I wished to hit the folly 
of listening to self-elected critics in matters of taste, 
whether in dress or art. I therefore planned a group, 
consisting of a well known apostle of the beautiful, 
with a herd of eager worshippers surrounding him.’ 5

The Aesthetic movement had emerged in the 1870s and 

'80s and the satirical response had helped to define, 

publicize and prolong it. George du Maurier through 

his cartoons of the Cimabue Browns lampooned the 

Aesthetics week after week in Punch, and Gilbert and 

Sullivan famously sent Aestheticism up in their comic opera 

Patience, first staged in 1881. Frith had found his subject. 

A subject in which he celebrated the artistic hierarchy of 

the Academy as a stage for its central protagonists and the 

leading figures in the political and cultural world and gently 

mocked those who offered a challenge to it. In so doing 

he was to create a work that was to be supremely popular. 

On seeing the painting at the outset of its exhibition in 

1883 The Evening News wrote: 'Mr. Frith, as his manner 

is, has made a rather obtrusive bid for popularity... He is 

one of those artists who seems to feel sufficiently rewarded 

if they play to the satisfaction of the gallery. Doubtless 

"The Private View, 1881," will prove to be one of the most 

attractive works in the exhibition.' 6  
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2 The Athenaeum, 26 May 1883, p.673  

3 William Powell Frith, My Autobiography and Reminiscences, London 1887, vol.1, p.269.

Figure 4, William Henry Simmons (1811-1882), after William Powell Frith 
The Marriage of the Prince of Wales and Princess Alexandra of Denmark, Windsor, 10 March 1863 
Engraving, published 1870 
Private collection/Bridgeman Images  
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3. The Royal Academy in 1881 

The setting for The Private View is the Private View Day of 

the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, a day in which the 

great and the good of London society congregated for this 

annual cultural event. In satirising Aestheticism Frith might 

have chosen to set his painting at the great alternative to 

the Academy; the Grosvenor Gallery which had opened 

in 1877 and was the temple to the new movement. That 

would not have provided the critical contrast however, 

and the Aesthetes still visited the Academy, many artists 

showing work at both annual exhibitions including the 

Academy's president Frederic Leighton (1830-1896). 

The Royal Academy was Frith's institution and its largest 

gallery, Gallery III provided the august and monumental 

backdrop to contrast with the ephemeral followers of 

fashion. 

Although presented as august and timeless, Gallery III was 

just over a decade old. In 1866 the President of the Royal 

Academy, Francis Grant (1803-1878) secured Burlington 

House, Piccadilly, as the home of the Royal Academy. 

New galleries were created and Sydney Smirke, R.A. 

(1797-1877) was commissioned to design them. The 

great centrepiece and largest of the suite of galleries, was 

Gallery III and a presentation drawing by the architect with 

a hypothetical hang, shows the grand roomy design and 

how it would be illuminated by its large skylight (fig. 5).  

This is the gallery at the heart of the Academy that is the 

stage for The Private View. Its setting is made all the more 

real through its portrayal of a particular year. As a result, 

Frith took great pains to accurately depict the hang of 

the gallery as it looked in 1881 and made drawings and 

commissioned photographs of the gallery and its summer 

exhibition hang. On its exhibition, the Art Journal noted its 

fidelity to its subject writing that it was a 'realistic scene of 

social life taken at the private view of the Royal Academy, 

1881.'7  It gives the viewer one of the few views from 

the Victorian era of an exact Royal Academy hang from 

the unfinished portrait of the recently deceased Disraeli 

by John Everett Millais (1829-1896) on a special screen 

erected for the purpose to the south wall to the right of the 

picture so densely hung where frames tip forward and in 

places cover each other. In the background the Lecture 

Room is just visible with the arm and bow of Hamo 

Thornycroft's,(1850-1925) Teucer, a life-size plaster of the 

archer who shot Hector in the Trojan Wars.8

The majority of the sitters in the painting can be seen with 

their 1881 summer exhibition catalogue in their hands, 

matching the artist and title to the works on the walls. The 

accuracy of the depiction allows us to follow the catalogue 

and with the aid of Academy Notes we can identify every 

visible picture that Frith portrays. (see key to paintings p. 

38) Catherine Roach in her book Pictures-within-Pictures 

Detail of The Private View showing Berthold Woltze’s 
(1829-1896), Her first trouble  
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Figure 5, Sydney Smirke R.A. (1797-1877) 
Design for Gallery III, Burlington House, Piccadilly, c.1866-7, watercolour 
© Royal Academy of Arts 

Figure 6, John Everett Millais, P.R.A. (1829-1896) 
Portrait of the Rev. John Caird, c.1880 
© CSG CIC Glasgow Museums and Libraries Collections

in Nineteenth Century Britain devotes a chapter to Frith 

and The Private View exploring the paintings depicted 

in the painting and their significant juxtaposition with the 

portraits that Frith creates.9 'In a Hogarthian touch,' Roach 

writes, 'the genre scene hanging over Wilde's head, 

Woltze's Her First Trouble, depicts a woman crying into her 

apron. This juxtaposition suggests that she weeps at the 

sight of Wilde and his admirers.' (see detail p. 14).

The painter to the far right of the painting is as Frith 

referred to him 'my old friend Millais.'10 He is stood next to 

his own portrait of the Rev. John Caird, D.D. Principal and 

Vice-Chancellor of the University of Glasgow (fig. 6). The 

man he is with is one of the followers of Aestheticism who 

is ignoring Millais's portrait in favour of one of the pictures 

of the year Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema's (1836-1912) 

Sappho and Alcaeus (fig. 7, Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore). 

Using his eye-glass to view the painting he is following the 

comic archetype of the ignorant connoisseur, myopic and 

half blind characterised through having to view through an 

artificial aid.   

Perhaps the most relevant painting, and Frith could not 

change the hang, is on the north wall, high on the left-hand 
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Figure 7, Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912) 
Sappho and Alcaeus, 1881 
The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore 

side of the painting by a little-known painter Henry Maurice 

Page (1845-1908). The painting, no. 212, is titled Rival 

Beauties and depicts a peacock showing his plumage in 

rivalry of a bouquet of flowers. The peacock was one of 

the central images of the Aesthetic movement and Frith's 

painting was all about the contrast between showing 

affectation and traditional beauty and values. High on the 

wall, this is a real Hogarthian moment in which the satire 

of The Private View is wonderfully echoed: Wilde, the 

peacock surrounded by his admiring flowers. 
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In his autobiography Frith wrote about the Aesthetic 

movement that he had depicted in The Private View: 

'Seven years ago certain ladies delighted to display 

themselves at public gatherings in what are called 

aesthetic dresses; in some cases the costumes were 

pretty enough, in others they seemed to rival each other in 

ugliness of form and oddity of colour. There were — and 

still are, I believe — preachers of aestheticism in dress; but 

I think, and hope, that the preaching is much less effective 

than it used to be.'11 

It was one of those movements that flowered, divided 

people and left an indelible mark within cultural history. 

It divided people between those who found it delightfully 

silly and those who saw the profound impact of narrowing 

the distinction between art and life and looking forward 

to an art of the future. To the conservative Frith it was an 

affected fad and was a movement that could spell danger 

for the art that he believed in. His response, like that of 

the satirists of the day, was to see it as great material for 

poking fun and the opportunity for rallying popular opinion 

against Aestheticism as well as being an enormously 

popular subject with their audience. The Colonel had 

4. 'A languid love for lilies does not blight me!' Frith, satire and the Aesthetic movement 

amused Queen Victoria, with its talk of 'cultchah,' and the 

marvellous phrase: 'There is so much to be learned from 

a teapot.' (see fig. 8 for Punch’s cartoon The six-mark 

teapot)12. Such satire, with its focus on the more ridiculous 

aspects of the movement, did not do justice to the spirit 

of it, and succeeded in consolidating it by presenting it as 

more homogeneous than it probably ever was.    

Gilbert and Sullivan's Patience (1881) was the epitome 

of the satire of Aestheticism, with its central characters 

Reginald Bunthorne and Archibald Grosvenor, based on 

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) and Algernon Charles Swinburne 

(1837-1909). Indeed, looking over Wilde's right shoulder in 

Frith's painting, one of those previously unidentified figures 

described by the artist as 'pure aesthetes absorbed in 

affected study of the pictures,' with his shot of red hair and 

wispy beard is clearly based upon Swinburne (fig. 9 and 

detail).

Frith's depiction of Wilde is in tune with Gilbert's 

Bunthorne, seeing him as narcissistic with a fashionable 

affectation. As Bunthorne admits when his is 'alone and 

unobserved':     

‘Then let me own I'm an aesthetic sham! 
This air severe Is but a mere veneer!  
This cynic smile Is but a wile of guile!  
This costume chaste is but good taste misplaced!  
Let me confess! 
A languid love for lilies does not blight me! 
Lank limbs and haggard cheeks do not delight me!  
I do not care for dirty greens By any means.  
I do not long for all one sees That's Japanese. 
I am not fond of uttering platitudes In stained-glass attitudes. 
In short, my mediaevalism's affectation,  
Born of a morbid love of admiration.’ 
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Figure 8, The six-mark teapot 
© Punch Limited

The other soulful adherents of ‘the Beautiful’ include Lillie 

Langtry (1853-1929), whom Wilde adored. She entered 

London society in 1876, and became known as the 

'Jersey Lily,' the muse of artists and the mistress of the 

Prince of Wales. Here she is dressed in white a beauty 

amongst the crowd. The other members of the Aesthetic 

movement are not named and are distinguished by their 

costume rather than being well-known figures. As Frith 

expressed it:

‘The contrast between the really beautiful costumes of 
some of the lady habituées of our private view, and 
the eccentric garments of others, together with the 
opportunity offered for portraits of eminent persons, 
suggested a subject for a picture, and I hastened to 
avail myself of it.’ 13

The whole basis of the satirical element of Frith's painting 

is the contrast between pretence, affectation, novelty 

and excess against solid common sense, naturalness, 

tradition and sobriety. Such satire is also reflective of the 

vein of uncompromising humour in Frith that had got him 

into trouble at the Ruskin Whistler trial in 1878 where he 

provoked laughter with his evidence that failed to help 

Ruskin, the man he had gone to support. It was, however, 

a humour without malice and as Punch alone was able to 

express in its review of the painting, that beyond any comic 

elements it had a lasting value as an accurate portrait of the time.  

Harry Furniss [pseud. Lika Joko] (1854–1925), anticipated 

Frith's painting in his The Private View, with a double page 

spread tinted wood engraving 'presented GRATIS' in the 

Christmas number of The World, 1882 (fig. 10). Certainly, 

Frith's painting was already news in 1881 when sittings 

were reported in the press and Furniss must have been 

aware of it. It makes an interesting satirical prelude to 

Frith's painting in the following Royal Academy Exhibition 

of May 1883. Leighton is in the centre of the engraving 

greeting the Prince of Wales and on the Academy walls are 

the caricatures of artists and their works including Millais 

painting his Cherry Ripe, and depictions of the busts of 

Leighton and Alma Tadema ('LAT'). The crowd is almost 

an exclusively male sea of heads aside from the distinctive 

profile of Ellen Terry (1847-1928) and two unidentifiable 
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Figure 9, Detail of Algernon Charles Swinburne in The Private View and Photograph of Algernon Charles Swinburne
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ladies in the foreground referring to the exhibition catalogue 

and overlooked by Oscar Wilde. Many of the prominent 

people depicted appear in Frith's painting. What is also 

interesting is that although no particular year is identifiable, 

it is clearly the Royal Academy and, like Frith's picture, 

with a strong presence of the Aesthetic movement. Frith 

appears to be in between Sala and a staring Whistler, with 

a couple of his doppelgangers also in the crowd. Wilde 

is a dominant but shadowy figure, in his characteristic 

Aesthetic costume and pose charming his lady admirers.

Furniss was called upon to make a caricature of Frith's 

painting for Punch's review of the Royal Academy 

Exhibition for 1883 (fig.11). In it the cartoonist equates 

the aesthetics with the Salvation Army full of evangelical 

zeal. On the back wall is a portrait of General Booth and 

his soldiers are led by 'aesthetic... General Oscar Wilde' 

in singing a hymn. The foot soldiers of the Salvation 

Army are identified with the letter 'S' singing fervently. 

It is interesting that Furniss and Frith saw the group as 

a clique determined to posture and to convert. As Frith 

notes: 'There were — and still are, I believe — preachers 

of aestheticism in dress; but I think, and hope, that the 

preaching is much less effective than it used to be.' 14 

The text that accompanied Furniss's caricature contains 

one of the most insightful reviews of the painting 

recognising its lasting value: 'It will be a most valuable 

picture long after the Salvation Army craze is forgotten, 

and most interesting when all photographs of the persons 

here represented shall have faded away, and their 

likenesses everywhere been destroyed.' 15 
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Figure 11, Harry Furniss (1854-1925) 
No. 163 - PRIVATE FRITH'S VIEW. - Members of the Salvation Army, led by General Oscar Wilde, joining in a hymn.  
Wood engraving, Punch, 12 May 1883 

Figure 10, Harry Furniss (1854-1925) 
The Private View, 1882 
Wood engraving, published in the Christmas number of The World, 1882. 
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Figure 12, Photograph of Oscar Wilde, New York, 1882 
Photograph by Napoleon Sarony
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5. ‘A well known apostle of the beautiful’ A portrait of Oscar Wilde 

Whether Frith intended it or not, time has shown that one 

of the most significant inclusions of the painting is the 

distinguished painting of Oscar Wilde at the age of twenty-

seven. Not long in London, Wilde although he published 

very little at this point was already known to society and 

the artistic world. The Private View is an important image 

in the iconography of Wilde, which otherwise consists 

primarily of photographs and caricatures. Although the 

painting has been described as a satire, its portraiture is 

not caricature and contains a fine portrait of Wilde. Much 

of the satirical context is lost to the modern viewer and 

Wilde can now be seen as the hero of the piece, with his 

admirers adding colour to the work. We might even have 

more sympathy with Wilde's words in The Rout of the 

RA, that in the Royal Academy of the 1880s 'dullness has 

become the basis of respectability.' 

In 1883, Wilde would have stood out as the interloper 

amongst a distinguished crowd, as a journalist from 

The Centaur, remarked in anticipation of the painting's 

forthcoming exhibition at the Academy: 'Mr. Frith, R.A., 

is at work on a picture... which is likely to prove of great 

interest. It is "The Private View of the Royal Academy," and 

is composed entirely of portraits of well-known men and 

women of the day - familiar faces, not only at the private 

view, but in the worlds of literature and art... A portrait of 

Oscar Wilde is also given. This is surely out of place among 

the portraits of the representative intellect of the day,' 16

It is interesting too, that Frith in his autobiography, chooses 

not to mention Wilde by name, but as ' a well-known 

apostle of the beautiful.' Punch's satire showed Wilde as 

the spiritual leader of a religious movement. Frith depicts 

him looking serene and heavenward, in this case to a 'skied' 

picture on the Academy walls, his acolytes following every 

word and awaiting a profound utterance. As Frith stated it:  

‘I therefore planned a group, consisting of a well-
known apostle of the beautiful, with a herd of eager 
worshippers surrounding him. He is supposed to be 
explaining his theories to willing ears, taking some 

picture on the Academy walls for his text. A group of 
well-known artists are watching the scene. On the left of 
the composition is a family of pure aesthetes absorbed in 
affected study of the pictures.’ 17

Frith didn't need to name Wilde as he was well known 

in word and image and it is likely that Frith's portrait was 

taken from secondary sources. There is no record of any 

sitting with Wilde who left the for America on Christmas 

Eve 1881, not to return until January 1883, when the 

painting was all but complete. On 31 December, 1881, 

The Colorado Springs Weekly Gazette, announced: 'Oscar 

Wilde is now tossing on the Atlantic, and neglects even to 

gaze on his lily for breakfast.'18 Wilde had been employed 

by Richard D'Oyly Carte, to lecture on Aestheticism to 

almost 150 venues in the United States. The lectures 

included 'The decorative arts', 'The house beautiful', 'The 

English Renaissance', and 'Irish poets and poetry in the 

nineteenth century,' and coincided with Patience being 

performed in America providing the context for the comic 

operetta. It is almost certain that Frith used the many 

photographs available of Wilde for his likeness in The 

Private View (fig. 12). How fitting that Wilde should later 

swipe at Frith with his comment that the artist has 'done so 

much to elevate painting to the dignity of photography.' 19

One of the other central figures in The Private View, William 

Thomson, Archbishop of York (1819-1890) wrote to his 

son of the picture and of Wilde: 'There is some fun in the 

picture,' he writes, 'for it introduces some of the aesthetic 

ladies of the day. Also one, Oscar Wilde, who is a sort of 

lady-killer poet of these times.' 20 The idea of Wilde as a 

lady-killer was a prevalent one and the purchaser of the 

painting Alfred Pope must have thought similarly until 

Wilde's scandal, which broke in 1895 and prompted him 

to write to Frith in that year. Frith’s reply survives (private 

collection) and is published for the first time (with transcript) 

(fig. 13). In it Frith defends his inclusion of Wilde in the 

picture and advises Pope to wait for the outcome of the 

trial before painting out the face of Wilde (fig. 14). 
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20/4/95    April 1895

Ashenhurst,

7, Sydenham Rise,

S.E.

My Dear Mr. Pope,

 I will do whatever you wish as regards 

Wilde- it is most unfortunate for the picture 

but what could be so inconceivably unexpected! 

The man was then posing as an esthete and 

critic of everything and therefore suitable as 

a model for such profession.

Would it not be well to wait the issue of the 

trial? Then if you wish it I will paint out 

the head and replace it by another without 

any expense to you beyond the carriage of the 

picture to and fro-

Mrs Frith who you will be sorry to hear has 

not been well for some time,  desires her love 

to Mrs Pope, confesses her guilt as a bad 

correspondent and promises amendment.

With kindest regards to yours and you, I am

  Ever sincerely, yours

    W P Frith 

Figure 13, Letter and typescript, W.P. Frith to Alfred Pope regarding the suggestion 
to paint out Oscar Wilde from The Private View, 1881, dated April 1895  
Private Collection
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Figure 14, ‘Closing Scene at the Old Bailey’, Trial of Oscar Wilde, The Illustrated Police News, London, 4 May 1895 
British Library, London, UK / © British Library Board / Bridgeman Images 
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Figure 15, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
The Private View, 1881, sketch, 1882, oil on canvas 
Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate Museums 
Photo courtesy Christie’s 

6. Studies, sittings and a 'dash of daguerreotype'  

Wilde's swipe at Frith would have hit a sensitivity with 

the artist who was constantly playing down his use of 

photography in favour of studies from life. There is little 

doubt that he used both. Drawing from life was his 

favoured method for figure drawing and portraits using 

photography for recording details and likenesses. The 

Private View was no exception to this and Frith received 

photographs from sitters, just as he arranged sittings 

noting, 'I received the kindest assistance from all these 

eminent persons, many of whom came to me at great 

sacrifice of time and engagements.'21 

The likenesses of his portraits were critical and wherever 

possible Frith sought to have sittings. One of the central 

figures is William Thomas, Archbishop of York, who 

recalled his sitting to his son Wilfred: 'Mr. Frith is making 

a picture of 'The Private View' at the Royal Academy. 

The scene is the large room; the time, last May. Several 

principal figures are introduced, and mine is to be one of 

the most prominent.' 22 His sitting was shortly followed 

by that of William Ewart Gladstone (1809-1918). ‘Mr. 

Gladstone was one of the first to come,’ Frith wrote, ‘but 

his first sitting was cruelly short, as he was obliged to 

attend another appointment.’ 23 Frith had written to him 

on 14 November asking him to sit for the painting and 

Gladstone wrote back to Frith agreeing to the sitting: 

'Although my occupations are, and I fear must continue to 

be, very pressing, yet, bearing in mind the honour which 

the Academy has done me in electing me to be one of its 

Honorary Members, I cannot refuse the compliment you 

are pleased to offer me, and I hope to find an opportunity 

for the sitting you have proposed. As it is uncertain when 

I may go to London, I beg you to let me know within what 

dates the sitting may be given, and also to mention how 

far your residence is from the Great Western Station at 

Paddington.'24 The sitting took place on 26 November and 

its shortness, as the artist noted, was a disappointment to 



27

Detail of Gladstone in the sketch for The Private View, 1881  
(Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate Museums)

Detail of Millais in the sketch for The Private View, 1881 
(Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate Museums) 

him. In the detailed compositional sketch that Frith made 

in 1882 (fig. 15 Mercer Art Gallery, Harrogate), Gladstone 

is a far more prominent figure who was to be replaced 

by Anthony Trollope (1815-1882). The novelist died on 

6 December 1882, his central position in the painting is 

possibly a result of the lack of sittings for Gladstone, but 

more probably as a memorial to the great writer (see fig. 

15 and details p. 27). A letter dated 12 May 1882 (private 

collection) Frith writes to Ellen Terry, requesting a sitting:

‘When Mr Irving kindly promised to sit to me for my 
picture of the Private View of the Royal Academy he 
held out to me a hope that you might be prevailed 
upon to sit also, one of the objects I had in view in 
painting the picture was to introduce into it persons of 
eminence representing various professions or otherwise 
celebrated, and I have been assisted by many whose 
faces I hope you would recognise…’

The sketch that Frith made in 1882, is a detailed 

compositional study for the finished painting. It is oil on 

canvas and measures 23½ x 45 in. (60 x 114 cm.) and is 

signed and dated 'W P Frith.1882.' The completeness of 

the study is typical of Frith, with the portraits and colours 

to be more fully worked up in the finished painting. The 

sketchy nature of the portraits, which appear at times like 

caricature give us an insight into the narrative and attitude 

that Frith wanted to relay in his finished painting. Take 

for example, the sketch for Millais: his face in the sketch 

portrays exaggerated distain and amusement at the sight 

of the myopic connoisseur (detail above).  

Most figures are in their place and the artist has worked 

out the space fully, with the 1881 hang correct in every 

detail. He was able to do this through the drawings he 

made and the photographs that he commissioned of 

Gallery III. He had formally written to the Royal Academy 

to request permission for this, and the Council gave its 

decision on 5 July, 1881: 'Leave was granted for Mr. Frith 

to have a drawing made during the usual hours before 

the opening of the Exhibition of Gallery No.III.'25 Later 

that month he wrote to Frederick Eaton, secretary of 

the Academy (who appears in The Private View), about 

Detail of Trollope and Gladstone The Private View, 1881
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meeting a photographer on Friday morning 29 July before 

the end of the exhibition. Responsibility for this Frith wrote 

was taken by the President Leighton, and ' - shared by 

me as a member of the Council - of allowing the photo of 

the big room to be taken... I shall meet the photographer... 

Friday morning.'26

In addition to the many celebrities who sat for Frith during 

the painting of The Private View he also used professional 

models. The artistically dressed child and the two women 

on the left of the picture are professional models. The 

woman with the sunflower was modelled by Miss Jenny 

Trip, a professional model, whom Frith eventually sacked 

for a repeated lack of punctuality. The three aesthetically 

attired ladies with a young boy, who fulfil the role of Wilde’s 

acolytes, are either professional models or members of 

Frith’s household. Frith’s models and servants caused him 

endless trouble and he wrote about them extensively in 

his Reminiscences. He viewed them as a necessary evil, 

but they caused him considerable trouble being either late, 

drunk or accomplished conmen and thieves. 

Frith gives us an account of the difficulty he had with Jenny 

Trip, the central Aesthete with a sunflower reflecting the 

diffident manner of the Aesthete she represented:  

'Whilst painting this picture, Frith recalled,' 'I was not a 

great employer of the "artist's model," except for some 

of the aesthetes, the principal one being a portrait of a 

young person named Jenny Trip. Miss Trip was a trial to 

me. Never did she "come to her time". Her conversational 

powers were nil. Nothing that I could say seemed to 

interest her in the slightest degree, and, unless I spoke, 

silence reigned. She had a pretty, pensive face, on which a 

smile seemed as much out of place as it would be on the 

face of a mute at a funeral. This most provoking smile was 

more especially irritating when it was the only reply to a 

terrific scolding.' 27 
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7. ‘Celebrities of all kinds’: A Group Portrait  

‘First Lady. They were all there... 

Second Lady. Ah! there's nothing in the whole Season 
I like so much as a Private View Day at the Royal 
Academy. 

  Enter Gentleman 

Gentleman. Royal Academy! So you've been to the 
Show. What did you think of the Pictures? 

All (surprised). The Pictures! Oh, we hadn't time  
to see any Pictures. 

(Curtain.)’ 28 

PUNCH 1883 

Private View day as this Punch skit suggests, was for the 

majority of people, the opportunity to spot celebrities. 

Frith knew that this was an important element that would 

help to ensure the painting's popularity. His choice of 

portraits appears to be determined by a number of factors, 

overall, he wished to show the breadth of endeavour 

and success in marked contrast to the Aesthetes. 'The 

rest of the composition,' as Frith expressed it, 'is made 

up of celebrities of all kinds, statesmen, poets, judges, 

philosophers, musicians, painters, actors, and others.' 

The choice of representatives in each area seem to be led 

by familiarity, admiration and what the occasion required. 

How could he, for example, neglect to depict the President 

of the Royal Academy who is almost exactly in the centre 

of the painting? Interestingly he is turned away from the 

viewer and we see him as the fashion conscious Queen 

noted as the 'figure in the hideous brown suit in which it 

has pleased the artist to represent him...'29 Leighton was 

a major figure of both the Academy and the Grosvenor 

Gallery and it is no accident that Harry Furniss depicted 

him with an 'S' (marking him as an Aesthete) on his top  

hat in his Punch caricature of the painting (see fig. 11). 

The Art Journal saw that 'the most prominent figures are 

those of the Archbishop of York and Mr. Oscar Wilde...'30 

The inclusion of William Thomson, the Archbishop of York 

as the only churchman, is less to do with his opposition 

to liberal theology, rather than, like Gladstone, he was an 

honorary member of the Royal Academy and is listed in 

1881 as their official chaplain (fig. 16). 

To the left of the picture we can see that music is 

represented by the face of Sir Julius Benedict, a conductor 

and composer, whose most famous work was his opera, 

The Lily of Killarney, possibly an oblique reference to Wilde. 

Literature appears in various guises, to Benedict's left (our 

Figure 16, Royal Academy exhibition catalogue 1881, showing the honorary members  
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Figure 17, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
Mary Elizabeth Braddon, 1865 
© National Portrait Gallery, London

right) is Mary Elizabeth Maxwell (1835-1915) known by her 

maiden name, 'Miss Braddon ... talking to a friend.'31 Frith 

had painted Miss Braddon in 1865, a portrait now in the 

collection of the National Portrait Gallery (fig. 17). She was 

a novelist of 'sensation fiction,' best remembered for her 

Lady Audley's Secret. In front of her stands the looming 

figure of the novelist Anthony Trollope, who had recently 

died replacing Gladstone as the main figure for the left 

side of the painting. Frith noted that the novelist's 'homely 

figure affords a striking contrast to the eccentric forms near 

him.'32

Frith introduces politics in this side of the painting with 

the distinguished Liberal politicians John Bright (1811-

1889), Sir William Vernon Harcourt (1827-1904) and their 

leader and Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone. 'Mr 

Gladstone,' Frith describes his own painting, 'shakes 

hands with Sir Stafford Northcote,'33 whose back is turned 

to the viewer. Interestingly, Northcote was the leader 

of the Conservative Party in opposition to Gladstone's 

government, but had begun his political career as 

Gladstone's private secretary. There is a clear reflection 

throughout the painting of Frith's own Liberal politics. 

Moving towards the centre are three aesthetic ladies, 

unidentified apart from their costume and demeanour. The 

central figure with the adoring and affected look wearing 

a great sunflower representing the Aesthetic movement 

is the model Miss Jenny Trip, whom Frith recalled letting 

go through her persistent lateness. Two of Frith's friends, 

both illustrators and cartoonists who were dominant in 

Punch, John Tenniel (1820-1914) (without a hat) and 

George du Maurier (1834-1896) (wearing a top hat) are 

depicted just behind the aesthetic ladies, whom they 

poked fun at in their art. Sir John Walter Huddleston 

(1815-1890), a famous judge, represents the law, with his 

face overlooking the aesthetics and their satirists. The poet 

Robert Browning (1812-1889) is clearly depicted in a very 

fine portrayal. 'Mr. Browning talks to an aesthetic lady,' 

Frith explained, 'whose draped back affords a chance of 

showing that view of the costume.'34 

The next group in the centre of the painting to the left 

next to Leighton and grouped on an ottoman gallery 

seat represent science in the form of Professor Thomas 

Henry Huxley (1825-1895), biologist and science 

educationalist and Sir Henry Thompson (1820-1904), 

surgeon. Thompson as well as being an eminent surgeon 

was known for his collection of Chinese blue and white 

porcelain, a catalogue of which was illustrated by himself 

and Whistler. Frith puts himself into this central section, 

eyes downcast and stooping slightly. He is the modest 

spider in the centre of the web of celebrities that he has 

so successfully staged. A Hitchcock-like moment of the 

director appearing in his own work. Philanthropy and 

patronage are a key theme within this group and 'Sir F. 

Leighton is in earnest conversation with Lady Lonsdale 
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who sits on one of the ottomans in the gallery not far 

from Lady Diana Huddleston, Baroness Burdett-Coutts, 

and others.' Lady Huddleston and Baroness Burdett-

Coutts both attend with their husbands, Sir John Walter 

Huddleston (1815-1890) and more controversially William 

Lehman Ashmead Bartlett Burdett-Coutts (1851-1921). 

Mr Burdett-Coutts, an American thirty-seven years her 

junior had been the Baroness's secretary until three 

months before the private view when they were married 

on 12 February 1881. Several attempts were made to 

prevent the marriage, including litigation, but to no avail. 

Constance, Lady Lonsdale who is in conversation with 

Leighton was an intimate of Wilde and his play A Woman 

of No Importance, was dedicated to her. Her husband Sir 

George Lowther, 4th Earl of Lonsdale is not represented, 

dying in 1882 before this painting was completed. 

To the right of Leighton is William Thomson, Archbishop 

of York, whose formal bearing looks towards Wilde and 

his admirers. The face of William Agnew (1825-1910), 

the eminent art dealer is next to Thomson. Agnew had 

recently been elected as MP for South East Lancashire 

(1800-1885), another staunch Liberal, the political party 

who dominate the politicians in this painting. Next to him 

is John Duke Coleridge (1820-1894), Lord Chief Justice of 

England, barrister, judge and another Liberal politician. 

The figure of Lillie Langtry connects the central group with 

Wilde's group. Dressed all in white with purple decorations 

and hat, she is the 'professional beauty,' mistress of 

the Prince of Wales who made her debut as an actress 

in 1881. Greatly admired by Wilde, the 'Jersey Lily,' is 

represented as a follower of Aestheticism, not as a fawning 

admirer of Wilde, but a personality within her own right. 

Wilde, with his trademark Lily, looks up in admiration of 

a painting, which Swinburne also follows with awe. The 

ladies and children represented in Aesthetic dress, don't 

look at the painting he is viewing, but enthusiastically look 

to their master for words. As Frith described them: 'a herd 

of eager worshippers surrounding him.'35 

The final grouping to the right of Wilde includes Frederick 

Eaton, Secretary of the Royal Academy, an important figure 

in the administration and decision making of the Academy. 

He is followed in Frith's own words by those, 'whom I must 

not forget Miss Ellen Terry and my old friends Irving and 

Sala.'36 Ellen Terry (1847-1928) and Henry Irving (1838-1905), 

significant figures in the theatre, stand behind the budding 

dramatist Wilde.  

George Augustus Sala (1828-1895), the journalist in his 

trademark white waistcoat, was a friend of Swinburne 

and shared his enthusiasm for flagellation. The other three 

figures in the group are artists. Edgar Boehm, an Associate 

of the Royal Academy at this time, looks forward, whilst the 

two Royal Academicians, Henry Stacy Marks (1829-1898) 

and Philip Hermogenes Calderon (1833-1898) look rather 

critically towards Wilde. Both painters were members of 

the St John's Wood Clique which was a group of artists 

who shared an enthusiasm for historical genre. They had 

followed on from the earlier group, The Clique, which 

shared similar aims and included a young William Powell 

Frith. Millais stands apart at the far right of the painting with 

the Aesthetic connoisseur. 

The selection of portraits is naturally reflective of Frith's 

associations, but he always remained conscious of the 

audience for his paintings. Bell's Life in London predicted 

its popular appeal: 'I hear (in imagination) "Oh, look! 

There's Miss Braddon! - yes and Oscar Wilde! and 

Browning! and Baron Huddleston, and Sala! and -" so forth. 

Mr. Frith knows his public.'37
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8. Anticipation, Reception and Criticism  

‘I would advise all artists young and old, never to  
read art criticism. Nothing can be learnt from it.’ 38  
W. P. Frith  

Frith knew the power of publicity, he also knew the power 

of notoriety. What was critical to him was the picture going 

public and it was important for him to build interest in the 

painting and create anticipation before it was exhibited 

at the Royal Academy on 2 May. As early as December 

1881 newspapers revealed sittings that were taking place 

such as Robert Browning who was 'giving sittings to two 

artists for portraits - to Mr. Frith, who is putting [him] into 

his picture, "The Private View," and to Mr. Sandys.'39 Early 

in 1883, when the painting was effectively complete, the 

popular papers like The World build expectation for a 

painting of 'great interest.'   

Frith was given a key position on the East Wall of Gallery II, 

'on the line' (roughly eye height), so that people could get 

close and see the portraits contained within the painting. 

Academy Notes, noted its position 'in the centre of the 

wall.'40 (fig. 18). To help the viewing further, Frith had a 

key put on the bottom of the frame for, as the Art Journal 

noted, 'whilst arranged, in well-disposed disorder, are 

such subordinate persons as Mr. Gladstone, Lady Burdett 

Coutts, Sir Frederic Leighton, Mr. Browning, and others 

less recognisable without aid from the "key" attached.'41 

Academy Notes also gave a key identifying 15 key people 

and noting that 'The ladies in the foreground are not 

portraits of celebrities.' It then listed a further 13 people of 

those 'also sat for their portrait.' 

Before the exhibition was opened up to the public at large 

the art critics viewed the exhibition and wrote for their 

journals. As everyone expected, the painting received a 

lot of coverage, with the exception of the Magazine of Art, 

which possibly had greater sympathies with the Aesthetic 

movement, dismissing it in a very short sentence: 'Mr. Frith 

in "The Private View," has little to say, and says that little 

rather ill.'42 

Frith had two distinct reputations, one with critics, the 

other with the art-going public. Reviewers were, on the 

whole, critical of the painting and derogatory about its 

popularity. Frith was prepared for the assault and knew 

also that the picture would be a great success despite 

Figure 18, Academy Notes 1883 marking the position of Frith's painting on the centre of the East Wall 
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criticism and that it would survive the fashions and 

criticisms of a season. 'I always know when I have been 

successful, he wrote, 'by the savage way in which my 

friend attacks me.'43 Even though the critics when they 

wrote their review could not know for certain how it would 

be viewed by the majority of picture goers, they guessed 

its popularity, which seemed to stiffen their criticism. 

The Times rather snobbishly declared that '...the picture 

which will probably be deemed the great attraction of the 

exhibition by those whose ideal of art is the illustrated 

newspaper...' arrogantly concluding that 'there is no 

disguising the painful truth that the picture is a failure...'44 

This is the typical of the majority of the criticism at its first 

exhibition revealing an almost envious bitterness of its sheer 

popularity. The quality of popularity was deemed a poor 

quality in art and showed a remarkable arrogance towards 

the audience that visited Burlington House. 'Everything 

else in this room will probably be passed over by many 

visitors for the sake of Mr. Frith's "Private View,1881" 

(163).' Wrote the Saturday Review sourly, 'It has many of 

the qualities which attract a mob in a picture gallery. It is all 

on the surface - just like a straggling crowd -'45 The review 

was published on 5 May, before the public response was 

known. Two weeks later on 19 May, the Saturday Review 

continued: 'On the other hand, scarcely a critic has a good 

word for Mr. Frith's "Private View", than which no design 

is viewed with more rapture than the public. Thus, it is 

perfectly manifest that the public do not take their ideas 

from the reviewers.'46 

One review had predicted that 'Mr. Frith has painted 

one of the pictures of the year. It would not surprise me 

in the least if, after the first public day, the secretary of 

the Academy [Frederick Eaton] caused a brass railing 

to be erected in front of the picture, and placed a police 

officer near to keep the spectators "moving on".' 47 This 

had happened five times before for his greatest paintings 

and Frith hoped for the honour a sixth time. Not leaving 

it entirely to the public, the new owner of the work Alfred 

Pope wrote to Frederick Eaton on 5 May and the artist 

himself wrote to the President on 14 May,48 asking for the 

instigation of the rail. 

In his autobiography, Frith triumphantly concludes his 

chapter on The Private View, that:   '... a guard being again 

found necessary to control the crowds of visitors. I may 

perhaps be pardoned for recording the fact of this picture 

being the sixth painted by me that has received this special 

compliment.'49 
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9. The Painting in Print

For an artist of Frith's reputation, the investment of over 

two years taken in producing a major work, needed to 

bring in substantial reward, which he would achieve not 

only by selling the work, but also its copyright and the 

lucrative trade in prints that responded to public demand. 

The Private View was sold to the well-known Dorset 

brewer, Alfred Pope for 2500 gns, the exact amount was 

not made public, but the Mid-Surrey Times reported on 

the sales at the 1883 Academy that 'Frith for his "Private 

View," also [made] four figures.'50 

A rule of submission for the Royal Academy summer 

exhibition was that the work must not have been in a 

public exhibition in London. It had previously been thought 

that Frith had an engraving of the picture prepared for its 

launch and from the plate, printed around 100 copies, 

but the purchaser of the work 'Pope, disliking the idea of 

further publicity being given to the painting, also bought 

the plate and the hundred prints already taken from it.'51 

However new research seems to show that the prints 

and copper plate (faced by electrolysis), (figs. 19 and 20 

respectively) that still remain in the Pope family are in fact 

the photogravures published in February 1885 by Henry 

Graves (1806-1892) print-seller and fine art publisher, 

based at Pall Mall and therefore bring into doubt the 

existence of any earlier version. With regard to the 1885 

photogravures, 150 artist's proofs, 25 presentation proofs, 

50 lettered proof impressions and an unspecified number 

of plain prints were also declared.52

For Frith's painting of The Railway Station (1862), Henry 

Graves had taken the copyright. Having paid over £16,000 

for it, he sent it out to subscription and had an explanation 

of all its narratives written by Tom Taylor. The mezzotint he 

produced reputedly made over £40,000. It was Graves who 

also took on The Private View, had it photographed and 

made a photogravure, printed on chine collé measuring 

588 by 983 millimetres. Bearing the registration: 'London 

Published 2nd February 1885 for the Proprietor by Henry 

Graves & Co, 6 Pall Mall, Copyright Registered' it was 

accompanied with a key, which identified 32, roughly two 

thirds, of the figures in the painting (fig. 21, p. 37). 

Original wooden crate containing copies of the 1885 photogravure of The Private View  
with Graves and Sons’ label (private collection)
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Figure 20, Copper plate for Graves’s 1885 photogravure (Pope family) 

Figure 19, After William Powell Frith 
Private View, Royal Academy, 1881 
Photogravure 23⅛ x 38⅝ in. (58.8 x 98.3 cm.), published by Henry Graves & Co., 2 February 1885 
© Royal Academy of Arts
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Figure 21, After William Powell Frith, details of the key to the photogravure of the The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881, 
identifying the persons depicted in the exhibition hall, numbered 1-32 
Lithograph published Henry Graves & Co., 1885 
© Trustees of the British Museum 

10. Key to the sitters in The Private View, 1881

1. Sir Julius Benedict.

2. Miss Braddon.

3. Mr Anthony Trollope.

4. Rt Hon. John Bright, M.P.

5. Sir Strafford H. Northcote, M.P.

6. Sir William G. V. Harcourt, M.P.

7. Rt Hon. W. E. Gladstone, M.P.

8. Mr Tenniel.

9. Mr du Maurier.

10. Baron Huddleston. 

11. Mr Browning.

12. Professor Huxley, L.L.D., F.R.S.

13. Mr Burdett Coutts.

14. Baroness Burdett Coutts.

15. Lady Diana Huddleston.

16. Lady Lonsdale.

17. Sir H. Thompson.

18. Mr W. P. Frith, R. A.

19. Sir F. Leighton, P.R.A.

20. Archbishop of York.

21. Mr W. Agnew, M.P.

22. Chief Justice Coleridge.

23. Mrs Langtry.

24. Mr Oscar Wilde.

25. F. A. Eaton, Secretary R.A.

26. Miss Ellen Terry.

27. Mr Irving.

28. Mr G. A. Sala.

29. Mr J. E. Boehm, R.A.

30. Mr H. S. Marks, R.A.

31. Mr P. H. Calderon, R.A.

32. Mr J. E. Millais, R.A. 

(as captioned in the 1885 photogravure key)
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12. ‘One should either be a work of art or wear a work of art.’ 

Oscar Wilde’s much quoted epigram ‘One should be a 

work of art or wear a work of art’, could certainly be an 

apt comment on the people and fashions on show at 

the Royal Academy’s Summer Exhibition Private View. Its 

annual Summer Exhibition was very much part of the social 

season, something to see and also been seen at, and as 

such it was very much a favourite arena for London’s fash-

ion-conscious cosmopolitan crowd.

Frith’s depiction of the 1881 Private View captures a clash 

of metropolitan values and also records a highpoint in 

one of the capital’s periodic fashion trends. On one hand 

we see the adherents of the Aesthetic movement for 

whom the sensual draw of beauty signified an end in itself 

and on the other the traditionalists, guardians of a more 

conservative morality, whose sober views were based 

upon ethical judgement and rational critique 53 and whose 

traditional dress reflected their conformity to conventional 

social mores.

Figure 22, An Impartial Statement in Black and White  
© Punch Limited 

By the 1880s the taste for Aesthetic dress among 

London’s artistic and bohemian circles had infiltrated 

the general consciousness to such a degree that it drew 

comment and fascination. In February 1881 F.C. Burnand’s 

Aesthetic farce The Colonel opened and in April of the 

same year Gilbert and Sullivan put on their comic opera 

Patience. Both productions were designed with aesthetic 

costumes and sets, featuring Liberty fabrics, whose range 

of `artistic silks’ were advertised in the programme for 

Patience. Liberty’s `Umritza’ cashmere, was first introduced 

in 1879, and its colours, which were described in the 

society fashion magazine The Queen 54, seem to echoes 

the tones chosen for the Aesthetic dresses in Frith’s 

Private View, ‘There are tints that call to mind French and 

English Mustards, sage-greens, willow-greens, greens 

that look like curry and greens that are remarkable on 

lichen-coloured walls, and also on marshy vegetation - all 

of which will be welcomed by those who indulge in artistic 
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dress or in decorative revivals’ Punch was also publishing 

satirical cartoons lampooning this new mode of dress and 

approach (fig. 22).

Frith’s own view on the fashion of Aesthetic dress was 

unequivocal,

‘Seven Years ago certain ladies delighted to display 
themselves at public gatherings in what are called 
aesthetic dresses; in some cases the costumes were pretty 
enough, in others they seemed to rival each other in 
ugliness of form and oddity of colour …The contrast 
between the really beautiful costumes of some of the 
lady habituées of our private view and the eccentric 
garments of others, together with the opportunity offered 
for portraits of eminent persons, suggested a subject for a 
picture, and I hastened to avail myself of it.’ 55 

Aesthetic fashions encompassed a range of styles, as The 

Queen reported, from the ‘few figures [who] boldly carried 

out the creed to its utmost limits of eccentricity’ to those 

who combined ‘a zeal for originality…yet kept within certain 

discreet bounds of loyalty to the prevailing fashions’.56 

Although aesthetically dressed individuals were in a 

minority at Royal Academy views, perhaps favouring the 

exhibitions of the Grosvenor Gallery, founded in 1877, Frith 

carefully renders an excellent range of ladies’ Aesthetic 

dresses. Synthetic dyes were rejected in favour of more 

natural and subdued shades and to the left of the picture 

Frith has arranged a colour chart of popular shades, green, 

ochre and a child dressed in an earthy orange suit (detail A). 

The lady on the left wears a simple, golden ochre gown 

shaped with loose pleats and ruched up to reveal an ivory 

ruffled satin underskirt. The lady standing next to her, with 

rapturous expression, wears a green, medieval-style dress, 

with gigot sleeves that are slashed at the top and then tight 

to the wrists, with a low square décolletage over a high-

collared blouse, her long skirt finishes in a mediaeval style 

decoration called dagging. It is notable that she wears a 

sunflower, one of the most popular aesthetic motifs, which 

brings out the gold trim of the dress and a dark green 

beret like cap. 
Detail A 
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The third and most striking example of aesthetic dress 

is worn by the unidentified lady, seen from behind, who 

stands at Wilde’s right elbow. This warm-salmon coloured 

dress was designed with a Watteau pleat, which rather 

than trailing over the long train of the Princess-line gown is 

looped up through a strap that buttons to the side of the 

skirt (detail B). The sleeves are ruched above and below 

the elbows, and loose at the shoulder and elbow, which 

is stylish and practical, allowing freedom of movement, 

the dress is otherwise unadorned. To the left of Wilde, 

between Wilde and Irving, we glimpse the head and 

shoulders of Ellen Terry, who wore aesthetic style dresses 

both on and off the stage. The tawny colouring and 

soft texture of her dress is certainly indicative of a style 

favoured by aesthetic commentators (detail C). Interestingly 

Frith choose to depict Lillie Langtry, the society beauty, 

in a white dress that had previously been used for one 

of the bridesmaids in For Better, for Worse, 1881, rather 

than her trademark unadorned black gowns, possibly for 

compositional reasons. 

These dresses are clearly in contrast with the other ladies’ 

stiff Victorian attire. The aesthetes abhorred the notion of 

tightly-laced garments and rejected the frills and flounces 

that decorated formal dresses. The ladies who perch 

uncomfortably on the seat in the centre of the composition 

are wearing tightly laced corsets, pronounced skirts 

trimmed with brocade or enhanced by frills and bustles. 

They wear discreet hats and gloves (detail D) in contrast 

to the remarkable and eccentric hats of the artistically 

Detail B
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Detail D.

Detail C.

dressed ladies which perch rather awkwardly on their 

heads further drawing attention to them.

Oscar Wilde’s appearance falls somewhat short of his 

more outrageous outfits, such as the smoking jacket, 

knee breeches, stocking and patent shoes that appear 

in the series of 1882 studio photographs (fig. 12), which 

were produced for his lecture tour of America in that 

year. However, his long hair, velvet waistcoat, pink cravat 

and lily button hole are sufficient to distinguish him from 

the other gentlemen in The Private View, who all wear a 

tailored morning suit. Wilde does though acquiesce to the 

conventional top hat. The `establishment’ gentlemen in the 

picture wear formal stiff winged collars in contrast to the 

more casual turned down collars of those with aesthetic 

leanings. Frith has also depicted Leighton, President of 

the Royal Academy, in a brown suit, surely an accurate 

observation on the artist’s unconventional ways. According 

to McLure Hamilton, Leighton was ‘an artist in everything; 

his hair was long and his hats, coats and shoes were all 

peculiar to him’.57 In painting his portraits Frith had an eye 

for personal idiosyncrasies, evidenced by his acceptance 

of Sala’s request to be painted in his characteristic white 

waistcoat.

Frith was well aware of the effectiveness of clothes to 

display character, taste, morality, emotion and also to 

confer social, cultural and economic status. Frith skilfully 

used dress to emphasise his stated aims in all his 

paintings, not least in his last great masterpiece. 
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13. Biographies of the artist and sitters within The Private View, 1881

Figure 23, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
Self-portrait, 1883 
© Royal Academy of Arts, London  

William Powell Frith, R.A. (1819-1909) William Powell 

Frith (key no, 18, fig. 23) was one of the stalwarts of the 

Victorian Art scene, temperamentally conservative as an 

artist, but in terms of finance and popularity he was one of 

the most successful painters of his generation. The artist 

had made ambitious, crowd pleasing scenes of modern life 

his speciality, anticipating The Private View with Ramsgate 

Sands (1854, Royal Collection), Derby Day (1858, Tate 

Gallery), The Railway Station, (1862 Royal Holloway 

College), The Marriage of the Prince of Wales, (1863 Royal 

Collection) and The Salon d’Or, Homburg, (1871, Museum 

of Art, Rhode Island School of Design). At the height of his 

career Frith never sent a picture to the Academy that was 

not either already sold or sold at the private view.

Frith was born at Aidenfield, near Ripon,Yorkshire in 

January 1819. He was encouraged to take up art by his 

father, Thomas Frith, a hotel landlord and amateur artist. 

When he was 16 his father arranged for him to enter Henry 

Sass’s drawing school as an indoor pupil and by 3 January 

1837 he was admitted as a probationer at the Royal 

Academy, becoming a full student in December 1837.  He 

exhibited his first works at the British Institution and at the 

Society of British Artists in 1838. His first exhibited work 

at the Royal Academy was Malvolio before the Countess 

Olivia in 1840. 

Frith was a member of the informal sketching club known 

as ‘The Clique’, which consisted of friends and fellow 

students of the Academy Schools and included Richard 

Dadd (1817-1866), Augustus Egg (1816-1863), John 

Phillip (1817-1867), Henry O’Neill (1800-1880), Alfred 

Elmore (1815-1881) and Edward Matthew Ward (1816-

1879). These artists met weekly to draw an historical or 

literary subject and combed the works of writers such as 

Dickens, Scott, Molière, Goldsmith and Sterne for suitable 

subjects and were all known for the high degree of finish in 

their works. Dickens in particular became a lifelong friend 

of Frith’s after viewing a picture of Dolly Varden, a character 

from Dickens’ Barnaby Rudge, and commissioning his 

own version along with a companion piece depicting Kate 

Nickleby. In 1845 Frith was elected an Associate of the 
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Figure 25, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
Derby Day, 1856-8 
© Tate Gallery, London 2018

Figure 24, Charles William Sharpe (1818-1899), after William Powell Frith 
Life at the Seaside, Ramsgate Sands, coloured engraving, 1859 
Private collection 
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Figure 26, William Powell Frith (1819-1909) 
The Railway Station, 1862 
Royal Holloway, University of London/Bridgeman Images

Royal Academy, securing full membership in in 1853, filling 

the vacancy left by the death of J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851). 

The turning point of Frith career and a testimony to his 

financial acumen came in 1854 with the completion of 

the ambitious Life at The Seaside (Ramsgate Sands) (fig. 24) 

the first of his large panoramas depicting modern life. 

These complex, multi-figured compositions were designed 

to show the full range of Victorian classes meeting and 

interacting in public places. Ramsgate Sands was a 

painting in which Frith had invested a large amount of time 

(3 years) and, as a result had determined to ask £1,000. 

He secured this sum and more when the print publishers 

Lloyd Brothers of Ludgate Hill bought it for 1000 guineas. 

Frith’s fame was assured when the picture was exhibited at 

the Royal Academy in 1854 and Queen Victoria expressed 

an interest in the painting. Lloyd resold it to her for the 

original amount he had paid, Life at the Seaside was voted 

picture of the year. Arguably Frith’s greatest triumph was 

to be in 1857, when he sold the unfinished Derby Day (fig. 

25) to the dealer Jacob Bell for £1,500, the highest fee 

ever paid to that date for a painting by a living artist. Frith 

sold the copyright for the picture and a smaller replica 

to the dealer Ernest Gambart (1814-1902) for the same 

amount and £750 for the exhibition rights for five years. 

When work was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1858 

it caused a sensation and a policeman was brought in to 

guard it and an iron railing placed in front. The canvas was 

subsequently sent on a world tour which included Paris, 

Vienna, America and Australia.

In 1860 Frith began the largest and most ambitious of his 

modern life subjects, the Railway Station (fig, 26), which he 

completed in March 1862. The dealer Louis Victor Flatow 

(himself a character in the picture) paid the unprecedented 

figure of £4,500 for the sketch, the finished work and the 

copyright. For an additional £750 Frith agreed to forgo 

the right to send the picture to the Royal Academy so 

it could be exhibited at Flatow’s Haymarket gallery for 

7 weeks, where over 21,000 visitors paid to see it and 

many subscribed to the engraving. It was exhibited again 

early in 1863 at 79 Cornhill, where a shilling entrance was 

charged before the picture toured extensively around Great 

Britain, France and America, assuring the artist’s popularity 

worldwide. The need to achieve financial success was 

keenly felt by Frith as he had two large families to support, 
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Figure 27, William Powell Frith (1819-1899) 
Salon d’Or, Homburg, 1871 
Gift of Mr. Walter Lowry, Courtesy of RISD Museum, Providence, RI 

his wife Isabelle (1823-1880) had twelve children and his 

mistress Mary Alford (1834/5-1895), who became his 

second wife in 1881, had seven.

In 1863 Frith felt obliged to agree to paint The Marriage 

of the Prince of Wales (see fig. 4), having previously 

declined an invitation to paint the wedding of the Princess 

of Wales in 1857. His fee for the royal picture was £3,000 

and Flatow paid him a further £5,000 for the copyright, 

a remarkable sum of money at that date. However, the 

picture proved to be one of the most difficult of his career, 

with many problems obtaining sittings from foreign royalty 

and members of the aristocracy and trials regarding the 

loan of dresses, uniforms and jewels to copy. The picture 

took two years to finish and was a trying experience for the 

artist, Frith wrote ‘[Queen Victoria] found little or no fault 

and left me under the impression that I had succeeded as 

well as could be expected, considering the great difficulties 

of the task’.58 When the picture was exhibited at the Royal 

Academy in 1865 it was the second picture by Frith to 

require a rail and a guard due to the number of people 

vying to see it. Despite its positive reception Frith failed to 

receive any award or honour for his efforts.

His next popular success was a historical subject, King 

Charles II’s Last Sunday, (private collection,1867) which 

was sold for £3000 and was the artist’s third work to 

require a rail when it was exhibited at the Royal Academy. 

A couple of years later while Frith was visiting the spa 

town of Homberg with his friend Henry Nelson O’ Neill 

(1817-1880) he found his next subject, The Salon d’Or, 

Homburg,1871 (fig. 27, Museum of Art, Rhode Island 

School of Design). This picture was Frith’s fifth large 

panorama depicting contemporary life and, although 

the Victorians hated gambling, it was exhibited to great 

popular acclaim at the Royal Academy and was his fourth 

work to require a rail upon its exhibition at the Royal 

Academy.

In 1875 Frith received international recognition being 

elected Member of the Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts 

at Antwerp. In 1878 he exhibited his five canvases forming 
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his celebrated Road to Ruin Series (Private Collection) 

at the Royal Academy, which merited his fifth rail there 

and the success of which inspired him to paint the Race 

for Wealth Series, (1880, Baroda Museum) which were 

exhibited at Marsden’s Gallery, King Street, London.  

These two series of five pictures tackled moral stories in 

the manner of William Hogarth (1705-1743), the Road to 

Ruin dealt with the dangers of gambling, and the Race 

for Wealth about reckless financial speculation. The later 

series may have been inspired by the bankruptcy of the 

promotor and politician Baron Albert Grant. Frith’s Before 

Dinner at Boswell’s, which two years previously at the sale 

of Sam Mendel’s Manley Hall collection, realised 4,350 

guineas (the highest price ever achieved at auction for a 

work by a living artist) was included in the sale of Grant’s 

collection at Christie’s in 1877. When the picture came 

up for sale it realised only 3,050 guineas, the drop in 

price heralding the change of taste in art and the incipient 

decline in Frith's own popularity. However, in 1883 Frith 

exhibited The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881, 

his last great panorama, which received his sixth and final 

rail at the Royal Academy and was purchased for 2500 gns 

by Alfred Pope.

Frith was known as a convivial gentleman and excellent 

raconteur and in the late 1880s he turned his attention to 

writing. He penned a popular two volume autobiography 

My Autobiography and Reminiscences, which was 

published in 1887 and followed swiftly by Further 

Reminiscences, 1888. The books were a great success, 

even The Athenaeum describing the books as ‘two highly 

amusing volumes’59. Frith retired from the Royal Academy 

in 1890 but continued to exhibit there until 1902. On 

his eighty-ninth birthday Frith was personally invited to 

Buckingham Palace by the King, who he had painted as 

the Prince of Wales forty-five years earlier, to receive the 

Commandership of the Royal Victorian Order. He died 

on 29 October 1909 and was cremated three days later, 

a practise that was still relatively rare, but which Frith 

specified in his will.60 

His obituary in the Times said of Frith ‘He never scamped 

his work; it was all done zealously and honestly. This 

was one of his claims to the recognition of posterity; the 

other is that these pictures of his, limited as was their 

aim, did really do a great deal to arouse a sleepy public 

to the possibilities of art. Their direct effect was to teach 

a number of people to use their eyes. Their indirect effect 

was to arouse keen and sometimes fierce controversy, 

and thus to teach some of the same people to use their 

minds.’61 Frith’s work was hugely popular amongst the 

public, though derided by the critics and the success of 

the sale of the engravings after his works ensured that 

many of us today will have grown up with a print of one 

of his works on our parents’ or grandparents’ walls, their 

images colouring our perceptions of Victorian life. 
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Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde (1854-1900)

Oscar Fingal O'Flahertie Wills Wilde (1854-1900) (key 

no. 24) writer and wit was one of the most famous figures 

of the late 19th Century whose literary and personal 

legacy endures to this day. He won a scholarship to 

Trinity College, Dublin, in 1871 and in June 1874 won a 

demyship in classics to Magdalen College, Oxford, where 

he studied until 1879, having graduated in November 1878 

with a double first in classical moderations and Literae 

Humaniores. While at Oxford he became known for his 

involvement in the rising philosophy of aestheticism, led 

by two of his tutors, Walter Pater (1839-1894) and John 

Ruskin (1819-1900). After Oxford, Wilde settled in London 

with his mother and brother and, assisted by his mother’s 

new salon, moved in fashionable cultural and social 

circles, associating with theatrical celebrities such as Lillie 

Langtry, Ellen Terry and Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1923). He 

frequented the theatre and dressed in an aesthetic style, 

his knee-breeches, neck-ties and ornate hats became 

famous. He was caricatured in Punch and ultimately in the 

Gilbert and Sullivan opera Patience (1881), for the opening 

of which Wilde bought a 3 guinea box. When asked to 

explain reports that he had paraded down Piccadilly in 

London carrying a lily, long hair flowing, Wilde replied, 

‘It's not whether I did it or not that's important, but whether 

people believed I did it’. 

Richard D'Oyly Carte, impresario, who promoted Gilbert 

and Sullivan’s comic operas, contracted Wilde to lecture in 

America, ostensibly to promote Patience, lest the American 

audiences, who had not been exposed to the precepts 

of Aestheticism, might otherwise fail to understand the 

comic opera. Wilde sailed on the SS Arizona on 24 

December 1881, landing in New York on 2 January 1882. 

He delivered nearly 150 lectures throughout America and 

Canada, before returning home on the SS Bothnia on 27 

December 1882, docking in Liverpool on 6 January 1883. 

In November of that same year Wilde became engaged to 

Constance Mary Lloyd (1858–1898), a protestant Dublin 

girl, whom he had known since at least 1881 and they 

married on 29 May 1884 with two sons resulting from the 

marriage.

Wilde worked as a journalist and with his biting wit, 

flamboyant dress and ease of conversation, became one 

of the best-known personalities of his day. At the turn of 

the 1890s, he refined his ideas about the supremacy of 

art in a series of dialogues and essays, and incorporated 

themes of decadence, duplicity, and beauty into his only 

novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). The opportunity 

to construct aesthetic details precisely and combine them 

with larger social themes, drew Wilde to write drama. 

He wrote Salome (1891) in French while in Paris, with 

Aubrey Beardsley (1872-1898) contributing his celebrated 

illustrations, but it was refused a licence for performance 

in England due to a prohibition on the portrayal of Biblical 

subjects on the English stage. Unperturbed, Wilde 

produced four society comedies in the 1890s, Lady 

Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal 

Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest, which 

made him one of the most successful playwrights of late-

Victorian London.

At the height of Wilde’s fame and success, while The 

Importance of Being Earnest (1895) was still being 

performed in London, Wilde had the Marquess of 

Queensberry prosecuted for criminal libel. The Marquess 

was the father of Wilde's lover, Lord Alfred Douglas (1870-

1945). The libel trial unearthed evidence that caused Wilde 

to drop his charges and led to his own arrest and trial for 

gross indecency with men. After two more trials he was 

convicted and sentenced to two years hard labour, the 

maximum penalty, and was jailed from 1895 to 1897. 

Far more severe than any court verdict was the utter 
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Sir Julius Benedict (1804-1885)

social destruction of Wilde. He was declared bankrupt 

and the house at 16 Tite Street was given over to the 

bailiffs at Queensberry's demand (for the non-payment 

of costs awarded him after his trial). Even Wilde's family 

possessions, library, art collection, autographed gifts and 

children's toys were put up for auction.  

Wilde's experience in prison was physically and 

psychologically destructive. His medical condition 

deteriorated due to a fall while in Wandsworth prison, 

which exacerbated the middle-ear disease from which he 

died five years later. He was transferred to Reading Gaol 

on 23 November 1895. During his last year in prison, he 

wrote De Profundis (published posthumously in 1905); 

a long letter in which he discusses his spiritual journey 

through his trials and forms a contrast to his earlier 

philosophy of pleasure. It is also an extraordinary record of 

a man hurled from the pinnacle of literary success to the 

uttermost public degradation and of the spiritual means by 

which he turned away from despair. 

Wilde was released from Reading on 18 May 1897 and left 

immediately for France, never to return to Ireland or Britain. 

There he wrote his last work, The Ballad of Reading Gaol 

(1898), a long poem commemorating the harsh rhythms 

of prison life and celebrating the sustaining love of Christ. 

Wilde died destitute in Paris at the age of 46.

Wilde had an obituary in The Times and a notice in the 

Dictionary of National Biography. Within two years of his 

death Robert Sherard published a memoir, Oscar Wilde: 

The Story of an Unhappy Friendship (1902), followed by 

The Life of Oscar Wilde (1906) and The Real Oscar Wilde 

(1915). 

Sir Julius Benedict (1804-1885) (key no. 1), conductor 

and composer was a naturalised Englishman who was 

born in Stuttgart, Germany. In 1834 Benedict travelled to 

Paris, but soon moved to London, which was the focus of 

his activities for the rest of his career. He was conductor 

of the Italian Opera at the Lyceum and subsequently 

conductor at Drury Lane. In 1848 he conducted the 

performance of Mendelssohn's Elijah in which Jenny Lind 

(1820-1887) made her first appearance as an oratorio 

singer and became Jenny Lind's accompanist at the start 

of her extensive American tour, however he was replaced 

by her future husband, Otto Goldschmidt (1829-1907). 

Benedict was knighted in 1871 and in 1874 was made a 

Knight Commander of the Order of Franz Joseph by the 

Austrian Emperor, and of the Order of Frederick by the 

King of Württemberg. 
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Anthony Trollope (1815-1882)Mary Elizabeth Maxwell, née Braddon (1835-1915)

Mary Elizabeth Maxwell, née Braddon (1835-1915) 

(key no. 2), novelist, was born in Soho Square, London. 

Initially Braddon wrote ‘penny dreadful’ short stories which 

were published in cheap fiction magazines, owned by the 

publisher John Maxwell. Braddon lived with Maxwell under 

the façade of marriage, despite Maxwell’s first wife being 

still alive, although committed to an asylum. Braddon’s 

breakthrough came in 1862 with the serialization of Lady 

Audley's Secret, the first of two sensationalist novels. Its 

companion volume Aurora Floyd was published in 1863. 

Braddon was accused of beginning ‘the reign of bigamy 

as an interesting and fashionable crime' and inventing 

‘the fair-haired demon of modern fiction',62 but her later 

works stuck a more decorous tone. In September 1874, 

the scandal that had been simmering away for the past 

decade broke when Maxwell’s wife finally died in Dublin, 

and her brother-in-law placed prominent death notices in 

the national papers to highlight the irregularity of Braddon's 

domestic life. However, the couple were finally married on 

2 October 1874, as soon as the law allowed. During her 

lifetime she had published over eighty novels. Braddon 

was a long-standing friend of Frith and he painted her 

portrait in 1865 (National Portrait Gallery).

Anthony Trollope (1815-1882) (key no. 3), was one 

of the greatest novelists of the Victorian era, although 

success as a writer came relatively late in life. He had a 

long career with the Postal Service in both London and 

Ireland. In 1851 he was commissioned to expand the 

rural post service in the west of England and establish a 

regular delivery system throughout Somerset, Wiltshire, 

Devon, Cornwall and South Wales and so visited Salisbury 

in 1852 and conceived the story of The Warden, which 

was published in 1855 and subsequently led to his most 

successful series of novels set in Barchester. It was on 

assignment to the Channel Islands that he introduced 

roadside letter boxes, the first being erected in 1852 in St 

Helier, from where they spread throughout Great Britain. 

His other major literary success was the Pallister series of 

novels, which overlapped with the Barchester Chronicles.

Trollope also wrote for the Cornhill Magazine, and this 

connection with the Cornhill introduced him to a literary 

world that had been denied him while he was living and 

working in Ireland. The magazine's publisher, George 

Smith (1824-1901) hosted celebrated Cornhill dinners 

where Trollope met many of the writers, artists, and 

politicians who became his associates and friends. In all, 

Trollope wrote forty-seven novels, five volumes of collected 

short stories, plus a handful of uncollected stories. He 

penned four large travel books, an autobiography, a 

biography of Palmerston (1882), the English Men of 

Letters volume on Thackeray (1879), translated Caesar's 

Commentaries (1870), and produced a two-volume Life 
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Sir Stafford Northcote.  
1st Earl of Iddesleigh (1818-1887)

Rt Hon John Bright (1811-1889)

of Cicero (1880), some seventy books in all. Trollope’s 

personality, in contrast with his novels was an enigma 

to his friends. Frith, who was an intimate of Trollope, 

described him thus ‘It would be impossible to imagine 

anything less like his novels than the author of them. The 

books, full of gentleness, grace, and refinement; the writer 

of them, bluff, loud, stormy, and contentious, neither a 

brilliant talker nor a good speaker, but a kinder hearted 

man and truer friend never lived'63. G.A. Sala, the journalist, 

described him as ‘Crusty, quarrelsome, wrong-headed, 

prejudiced, obstinate, kind-hearted and thoroughly 

honest'64. Trollope died before this picture was completed 

on 6 December 1882.

Rt. Hon. John Bright (1811-1889) (key no. 4), was a 

Quaker and Liberal statesman who was regarded as one 

of the greatest orators of his generation, arguably the most 

effective radical speaker of the Victorian years. Bright sat 

in the House of Commons from 1843 to 1889. He was 

opposed to the Corn-Laws and was a supporter of free 

trade, electoral reform and religious freedom. Almost a 

lone voice in opposing the Crimean War, he also opposed 

Gladstone's proposed Home Rule for Ireland. He was a 

spokesman for the middle class and strongly opposed 

the privileges of the landed aristocracy. He prevailed with 

his views against intervention on the side of the South 

during the American Civil War. He was one of the foremost 

spokesmen of religious dissent. Under Gladstone he was 

Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster with a seat in the 

cabinet and would have been known to the public as the 

man who had recently defeated John Ruskin in a contest 

for the Lord Rectorship of Glasgow University.

In 1883, when this picture was exhibited, Bright had 

achieved two landmarks, forty years in the House of 

Commons and twenty-five years as MP for Birmingham 

- in June 500,000 people lined the streets of Birmingham 

to celebrate the occasion. His life can be summed up 

thus, ‘Just as Gladstone's career is a microcosm of British 

political life in nineteenth-century Britain, so Bright's public 

life, stretching from the local church rate battles of the 

mid-1830s to the home-rule crisis fifty years later, is a 

distillation of all that was brilliant and all that was complex 

in nineteenth-century British radicalism.’65 

Bright's Quakerism and its private tenets were often 

contrasted with Bright’s public persona. Tenniel depicted 

Bright in Punch wearing a broad-brimmed Quaker hat and an 

eye-glass, a similarly double-edged character was Trollope's 

salmon-fishing radical in the Palliser series of political novels, 

a figure loosely inspired by Bright. These caricatures cleverly 

illustrate the dual elements of his personality. 

Sir Stafford Henry Northcote, 1st Earl of Iddesleigh 

(1818-1887) (key no. 5) was leader of the Conservative 

party. He commenced his political career as private secretary 

to Gladstone, who was then vice-president of the Board of 

Trade. From 1858 to 1880 Northcote served as Disraeli's 

trusted deputy particularly on financial matters. However, 

relations between Gladstone and Northcote remained cordial, 

Gladstone was godfather to Northcote's son in 1850, and in 

April 1852 he asked Northcote to be an executor of his will.  
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Sir William George Granville Venables Vernon 
Harcourt (1827-1904)

He had an excellent reputation in financial matters 

and a speech on taxation delivered in May 1861 was 

considered by Disraeli to be ‘one of the finest he ever 

heard’ and was deemed by Lord Stanley to be ‘the 

most complete parliamentary success’66 he had heard in 

twelve years. Upon the formation of Lord Derby's third 

government in 1866, Northcote entered the cabinet as 

president of the Board of Trade and in March 1867, he 

was appointed as Secretary of State for India. In Disraeli’s 

second administration, February 1874, he was appointed 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, a position he held until the 

government resigned on 21 April 1880. 

On Disraeli's elevation to the House of Lords in 1876, 

Northcote became Leader of the Conservative party in the 

Commons and following the Conservative defeat in the 

general election of April 1880, Northcote led the opposition 

in the House of Commons, a role largely regarded as 

unenviable. On the formation of Lord Salisbury's first 

government, in June 1885, he was offered the office of 

First Lord of the Treasury and in July 1885 Northcote took 

his seat in the House of Lords as Earl of Iddesleigh and 

Viscount St Cyres. On the formation of Salisbury's second 

government in July 1886, he was appointed Foreign 

Minister.

Northcote was jointly responsible for one of the best-

known social reforms of the century, the Northcote-

Trevelyan report (1854) on the civil service with special 

reference to its means of selection and promotion. It 

eschewed patronage and what was largely regarded as 

old corruption, advocating recruitment on merit and the 

widespread use of the examination system. 

Trollope based Sir Warwick West End in The Three Clerks 

(1858) on Northcote and Sir Geoffrey Hardlines on his 

collaborator Trevelyan. On Northcote’s death statues of 

him by Boehm were placed in the vestibule of the House of 

Commons and at Northernhay, Exeter. 

Sir William George Granville Venables Vernon 

Harcourt (1827-1904) (key no. 6) was a lawyer, journalist 

and Liberal statesman. He served as Member of Parliament 

for various constituencies and held the offices of Home 

Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer under Gladstone.

After Gladstone's retirement in 1894 and Lord Rosebery's 

selection as Prime Minister, Harcourt became the leader of 

the Liberal party in the House of Commons.

As a lawyer he focussed on railway law and through a series 

of letters to The Times, signed Historicus, argued in favour 

of a strict neutrality in the American Civil War and a refusal to 

recognize the South. In 1863 he published Letters by Historicus 

on some Questions of International Law and in 1865 a further 

collection entitled American Neutrality. He was thanked in 

1868 by Lord John Russell (1792-1878) for helping to maintain 

neutrality between the United States and Britain.

He entered parliament in December 1868 at the age of forty 

as one of the two Liberal MPs for Oxford City. In November 

1873 Gladstone offered him the post of Solicitor-General and, 

on Gladstone’s insistence he was knighted. In Gladstone’s 

administration of 1880, Harcourt was appointed Home 

Secretary, but resigned with the government in May 1885. In 

February 1886 Gladstone formed his third administration and 

asked Harcourt to be Chancellor of the Exchequer, a role he 

resigned after the general election of July 1886.

In Gladstone's last government Harcourt was again 

Chancellor of the Exchequer. After Gladstone resigned 

as Prime Minister in March 1894, Rosebery accepted the 

Queen's invitation to attempt to form a cabinet and Harcourt 
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Sir William Ewart Gladstone (1809-1898)

remained as Chancellor. The next sixteen months of the 

Liberal government were the most important period in 

Harcourt's life. Harcourt's budget of 16 April 1894 contained 

the introduction of death duties. The proposal proved very 

controversial and the budget's passing on 17 July 1894 

was the greatest triumph of his career. After the Liberal 

defeat in the 1895 election Harcourt became leader of the 

Liberal opposition in the House of Commons, though he 

was never reconciled with Rosebery, who remained titular 

head of the party. He resigned his position on 8 December 

1898 alleging as his reason cross-currents of opinion among 

his old supporters and former colleagues. In the spring of 

1902 King Edward VII offered to make him a Viscount in the 

coronation honours, but Harcourt declined on the ground 

that he was unwilling to leave the House of Commons, 

where he had served for thirty-four years.

Harcourt was one of the most important politicians of 

the 19th Century and came close to the highest office 

in the land. He bridged many spheres; his distinguished 

birth meant he was allied with the aristocracy and the 

church, yet he moved leftwards from his political heritage, 

becoming something of a radical without a radical 

background. He became a member of the professional 

classes and his training as a lawyer stood him in good 

stead in the House of Commons, where he revelled in the 

cut and thrust of debate. However, while he could argue 

a case with great effect, he did not quite have the moral 

stature that convinced others that particular beliefs were 

the essence of his being. He appeared to be a convinced 

radical, but some of his contemporaries chose to believe 

that he had become one because it provided the most 

numerous opportunities for conflict - he enjoyed, some felt, 

personal vendettas more than battles for principles, and 

seemed to pick a position for its combative possibilities.67 

As Winston Churchill remarked, ‘Harcourt had an eye 

fixed earnestly, but by no means unerringly, upon the main 

chance’.68

Sir William Ewart Gladstone (1809-1898) (key no. 7) 

was liberal Prime Minister. In a political career lasting over 

sixty years, he served for twelve years as Prime Minister 

over four terms beginning in 1868 and ending in 1894.  

He also served as Chancellor of the Exchequer four times. 

In 1881 Gladstone had formed his second administration 

having defeated Disraeli at the general election of 1880,  

he was also acting Chancellor of the Exchequer until 1882.

Gladstone was educated at Eton and Christchurch 

College, Oxford and was active in the newly formed 

Oxford Union Society, of which he became President in 

1830.  He obtained a double first in Literae Humaniores in 

November and in mathematics and physics in December 

of 1831. He first entered the House of Commons in 1832 

as member for Newark, beginning his political career as 

a Tory. Gladstone served as a minister in both of Robert 

Peel's governments, in the second ministry as President 

of the Board of Trade (1843–1845). This experience 

persuaded Gladstone that the future of Conservatism 

lay in a pursuance of free trade principles and when Peel 

reorganised his government in December 1845 on the 

understanding that the Corn Laws would be repealed, 

Gladstone became Secretary of State for war and the 

colonies. Therefore he had to stand for re-election, but 

the strong protectionism of the Duke of Newcastle, his 

patron in Newark, meant that he could not stand there 

and as no other seat was available, Gladstone was in the 

highly anomalous and possibly unique position of being a 

Secretary of State without a seat in either house and thus 

unanswerable to Parliament throughout the Corn Law 
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crisis of 1846. Gladstone left office in June 1846 when 

Peel's government resigned and joined the breakaway 

Peelite faction. At the general election of December 1847 

Gladstone was elected one of the two burgesses (MPs) for 

Oxford University and began a period in opposition.

On the formation of Lord Derby's government in February 

1852, Gladstone and the other Peelites declined to join. 

In the general election of that year he was re-elected for 

Oxford. When Parliament reassembled in November 1852, 

Disraeli, Derby's Chancellor of the Exchequer, presented 

a budget which included a controversial proposal to 

differentiate income tax. At the end of the debate on 16 

December, Gladstone, in a crucial speech, denounced 

Disraeli's budget and especially income tax differentiation 

as irresponsible and socially divisive. His speech was 

followed by the defeat of the Tory government and the 

formation of Lord Aberdeen's Peelite/Whig/Liberal coalition 

government. Therefore, Gladstone had prominently 

participated in one of the decisive moments that united 

the various progressive forces in British politics and 

isolated the Tories. Gladstone began the first of his four 

chancellorships on 28 December 1852 and presented 

his first budget on 18 April 1853, in a speech of four and 

three-quarter hours. It was ambitious but successful, 

Gladstone made the reduction of tariffs, and the 

furtherance of the free-trade the central feature. Gladstone 

instigated the presentation of an annual financial budget as 

a key episode in the British parliamentary year: his battered 

dispatch box was symbolically used by the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer on budget day for most of the 20th Century. 

He served until 1855, a few weeks into Lord Palmerston's 

first premiership, but resigned along with the rest of the 

Peelites after a motion was passed to appoint a committee 

of inquiry into the conduct of the war. He was in opposition 

again until 1859.

In June 1859 Gladstone accepted the position of 

Chancellor of the Exchequer in Palmerston’s liberal 

government. Charles Greville recorded that with his budget 

of 10 February 1860 he ‘consensu omnium achieved one 

of the greatest triumphs that the House of Commons ever 

witnessed'69 by abolishing all protective tariffs except the 

shilling duty on corn and increasing Income Tax to finance 

these reductions. John Russell succeeded Palmerston on 

the latter's death in October 1865 and Gladstone worked 

with the new Prime Minister on a Reform Bill intended 

to produce a modest extension of the urban electorate, 

however the bill failed and the government resigned 

following its defeat on 18 June 1866. Gladstone’s long 

Chancellorship ended and he became the Liberal Party's 

leader in the Commons in opposition. 

The Liberals won the general election in November–

December 1868 with a majority of 112 and Gladstone 

formed his first administration. His mission was to pacify 

Ireland which he did by passing bills to disestablish the 

Irish Church 1869 and the Irish Land Bill of 1870. In 1873 

the third of Gladstone's Irish bills, a bill to reform Irish 

universities by broadening the basis of Roman Catholic 

attendance, was opposed both by Liberal secularists 

and by many of the Irish MPs, encouraged by the Roman 

Catholic bishops. Like many of the Liberal government's 

proposals, it did too much for some and too little for 

others. On 11 March 1873 the bill, which Gladstone had 

made a point of asserting as a measure of government 

confidence, was defeated by three votes. Gladstone 

offered his resignation to the Queen on 13 March, who 

accepted it and summoned Disraeli. The latter's policy 

was to expose the weakness of the Liberals and he 

declined to form yet another Tory minority government 

(this was the last occasion in British politics on which 

the opposition has declined office when it was offered). 

Gladstone’s administration carried on, resuming office on 

16 March. However, the government struggled, divided 

and adrift even in the sphere of finance and on 9 August 

1873 Gladstone replaced Robert Lowe and became 

his own Chancellor of the Exchequer. Parliament was 

eventually dissolved in January 1874 and the Liberals 

lost the subsequent election, though Gladstone held his 

seat. Gladstone was sixty-four when he startled the ex-

cabinet by announcing on 16 February 1874 that he would 

'no longer retain the leadership of the liberal party, nor 

resume it, unless the party had settled its difficulties’70, a 

resignation publicly confirmed in December 1874. 

In 1880, the Liberals won the election and Lord Hartington 

(Liberal leader in the House of Commons) and Lord 
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Granville, retired in Gladstone's favour. Queen Victoria had 

asked Lord Hartington to form an administration, but he 

persuaded her to send for Gladstone. Gladstone's second 

administration, where he served as both Prime Minister 

and again as Chancellor of the Exchequer till 1882, lasted 

from June 1880 to June 1885. His government struggled 

to remain united and following on from a defeat of an 

amendment to the budget Gladstone resigned in June 1885 

and Lord Salisbury accepted office and formed a minority 

Tory government dependent on the Home Rule votes. 

Gladstone's conversion to Home Rule in late 1885 resulted 

in the fall of Lord Salisbury's Government, as the Irish 

Nationalists, who held the balance of power, voted against 

the Tories on a land bill. Gladstone and the Liberals won 

the general election of November 1885, with a majority of 

seventy-two over the Tories, but not an overall majority. 

In the early morning of 27 January 1886, the Liberals and 

the home-rulers voted together to defeat Lord Salisbury’s 

government and on 30 January 1886 Gladstone received 

the Queen's commission to form his third government. 

During this administration he introduced his Home Rule Bill 

for Ireland. The issue split the Liberal Party and the bill was 

thrown out on the second reading, ending his government 

after only a few months and inaugurating another Tory 

administration headed by Lord Salisbury. Gladstone now 

saw the Irish problem as his reason for staying in active 

political life.

The July 1886 general election resulted in a major reversal 

of the results of the 1885 election as the Conservatives, led 

by Lord Salisbury in an electoral pact with the breakaway 

Unionist wing of the Liberals, won. Gladstone's Liberals, 

who supported Irish Home Rule, and their sometimes 

allies, the Irish Parliamentary Party, were placed a distant 

second. This ended the period of Liberal dominance, they 

had held power for 18 of the 27 years since 1859 and won 

five of the six elections held during that time, but would 

only be in power for three of the next nineteen years. 

Gladstone was in opposition again from 1886 to 1892 

and chose to pursue Home Rule above the reunification 

of the party which some expected after the 1886 election 

defeat. The general election of 1892 resulted in a minority 

Liberal government with Gladstone forming his fourth and 

final administration. The electoral address had promised 

Irish Home Rule and the disestablishment of the Scottish 

and Welsh Churches. In February 1893 he introduced 

the Second Home Rule Bill, which was passed in the 

Commons, but defeated in the House of Lords a week 

later. Gladstone’s administration limped on, but on 1 March 

1894 he chaired the last of his 556 cabinets. The Queen 

did not ask his advice as to his successor, but called for 

Lord Rosebery. Gladstone declined a peerage, as he 

had also done in 1874 and 1885, retaining his seat in the 

House of Commons until 1895. He died on 19 May 1898 

at his beloved Hawarden Castle, aged 88.

The family accepted the offer of a state funeral and 

after Gladstone's body had lain in state for three days in 

Westminster Hall, he was buried in the statesman's corner 

of Westminster Abbey on 28 May. During his lifetime 

Gladstone held other notable positions including trustee 

of the British Museum from 1853, resigning as a personal 

trustee in 1881, from 1841 he was a trustee of the Colonial 

Bishoprics Fund, and at times its treasurer, a trustee of 

the Radcliffe Trust from 1855 to 1888, and its chairman 

from 1861 to 1888 (during which time the trust gave the 

Radcliffe Camera to the University of Oxford to be part of 

the Bodleian Library), a trustee of the Dee Embankment 

Trust from 1857 and of the River Dee Trust from 1856 and 

one of the two trustees appointed to handle the  affairs 

of his friend the 5th Duke of Newcastle. Gladstone was 

Lord Rector (an elected position) of the universities of 

Edinburgh (1859–65) and Glasgow (1877–80), was on 

the council of King's College, London from 1838 and of 

Trinity College, Glenalmond, from its foundation in 1845 

and he was a Governor of the Charterhouse and of Guy's 

Hospital, London. He was a freeman of Aberdeen (1871), 

Cardiff (1889), Dingwall (1853), Dublin (1877), Edinburgh 

(1853), Glasgow (1865), Hamilton (1879), Inverness (1853), 

Kirkwall (1883), Liverpool (1892), Newcastle (1891) and 

Perth (1879) and a freeman of the City of London (1876) 

through membership of the Turners' Company. He wrote 

the inscription for the Eros statue in Piccadilly and for 

various other public monuments and he restored the 

Mercat Cross in Edinburgh in 1885.
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Sir John Tenniel (1820-1914)

Gladstone was interested in the arts, his tastes leaning 

towards the Pre-Raphaelites and he was a modest 

but significant patron of their works and supported the 

Grosvenor Gallery from 1879. Burne-Jones's memorial 

window to Gladstone in Hawarden church was based 

on personal knowledge and G. F. Watts and J. E. Millais 

both painted more than one portrait of him (he offered 

baronetcies to Millais and Watts, the latter declining). 

Gladstone was Professor of Ancient History at the Royal 

Academy in the 1880s, but never seems to have lectured 

(a rare abstinence). Few people in British public life, 

and certainly no Prime Minister, succeeded in publicly 

articulating his opinions or in determining the agenda of 

public life over such a range of subjects for so long a time. 

Gladstone cartoons in Punch, including many by Tenniel, 

for whom he was a favourite as well as a required subject, 

are collected in The political life of … W. E. Gladstone, 

illustrated from ‘Punch’ (3 vols., 1897). Thomas Woolner's 

over life-sized bust (1863–7) was given to the University of 

Oxford by his constituents and is now in the Ashmolean 

Museum, Oxford. The Gladstone National Memorial Fund, 

set up in June 1898, erected three statues at Aldwych, 

London by Hamo Thornycroft (1850-1925), 1905, in 

St Andrew's Square, Edinburgh by James Pittendrigh 

McGillivray (1856-1938), 1917 (moved in 1955–6 to 

Coates Crescent, Edinburgh) and at Hawarden by John 

Hughes (1865-1941); a was work planned for Dublin, but 

declined by its corporation until an adequate memorial to 

Charles Stewart Parnell (1846-1891) had been erected. 

Sir John Tenniel (1820-1914) (key no. 8) was an artist 

and cartoonist and best known as the leading political 

cartoonist for Punch71, the leading comic weekly of the 

Victorian era. He also illustrated books such as S. C. Hall's 

The Book of British Ballads (1842); Aesop's Fables 

(1848); Thomas Moore's Lalla Rookh (1861) and Richard 

Barham's The Ingoldsby Legends (1864 along with George 

Cruikshank). However, his best-known book illustrations 

were for Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland 

(1865) and Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice 

Found There (1872), the iconography of whose characters 

are synonymous with Tenniel’s drawings. He was a private 

and taciturn man who said very little at the boisterous 

round table dinners of the Punch’s staff every Wednesday 

when they planned the next week's edition. He was 

knighted in 1893. His obituary in The Times praised his 

ability to capture ‘the joys and sorrows of his countrymen' 

and carried an editorial entitled simply, ‘The cartoonist’72. 

The writer remarking that his political cartoons comprised 

‘the most attractive text-book of modern history’ for the 

younger generation. Tenniel's black and white cartoons left 

an indelible imprint on future political cartoonists.
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Figure 28, Nincompoopiana, The Mutual Admiration Society 
© Punch Limited 

Sir John Walter Huddleston (1815-1890)

George Louis Palmella Busson  
du Maurier (1834-1896)

George Louis Palmella Busson du Maurier (1834-1896) 

(key no. 9) was an illustrator, cartoonist and novelist 

of Anglo-French parentage, born in Paris, but brought 

up in Sussex. His cosmopolitan early upbringing had a 

considerable effect on his development as a satirist of 

Victorian middle and upper-class society.

His early career involved illustrating the novels of authors 

such as Elizabeth Gaskell, Wilkie Collins, Thomas Hardy, 

George Meredith, Charles Reade, Anne Thackeray Ritchie 

and William Makepeace Thackeray.

In 1864 Du Maurier became a regular member of the 

Punch staff after the death of John Leech. He held the 

post of social cartoonist from then until his death thirty-two 

years later and in all he contributed over three thousand 

cartoons at the rate of two a week. Many of du Maurier's 

cartoons were aimed at the vagaries of fashion and at the 

idiocies of social behaviour. Du Maurier's regular cartoon 

characters, such as the nouveau riche Sir Georgius Midas, 

the snobbish Lady Clara Robinson, née Vere de Vere, 

the hostesses Mrs Ponsonby de Tomkyns and Mrs Lyon 

Hunter, moved in high society, which he presented as self-

seeking and pretentious. Another large group of cartoons 

was concerned with middle-class domestic life, giving 

a humorous view of relations between husbands and 

wives, parents and children, and employers and servants. 

The development of Aestheticism in the late 1870s and 

1880s gave du Maurier a perfect subject for some of 

his sharpest and most successful cartoons. He greatly 

disliked the affectations of the aesthetes, often showing 

them in juxtaposition to staid traditional British characters. 

His aesthete caricatures included Mrs Cimabue Brown, 

the hostess, and her acolytes Maudle the painter and 

Postlethwaite the poet (fig. 28). 

Sir John Walter Huddleston (1815-1890) (key no. 10) 

was a judge and politician who was called to the bar 

in 1839. He appeared for the prosecution in the trial of 

William Palmer, ‘the Rugeley poisoner’ in May 1856 and 

was engaged in many other causes célèbres in which he 

distinguished himself in cross-examination. He took silk 

in 1857 and was elected Conservative MP for Canterbury 

in 1865. Unseated at the election of 1868, he contested 

Norwich unsuccessfully in 1870, and successfully in 1874. 
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Robert Browning (1812-1889)

Huddleston was judge-advocate of the fleet from 1865 to 

1875, when on 22 February, he was called to the degree of 

Serjeant-at-Law, raised to the bench of the Common Pleas 

and knighted. Huddleston was an accomplished man and 

well-read in French literature. He was a friend of Frith’s 

and a lively conversationalist, a lover of the theatre, and an 

authority on horse-racing. 

Robert Browning (1812-1889) (key no. 11) was an 

English poet and playwright whose mastery of the dramatic 

monologue made him one of the foremost Victorian poets. 

His poems are known for their irony, characterization, 

dark humour, social commentary, historical settings and 

challenging vocabulary and syntax.

Browning's early career began promisingly, the long poems 

Pauline (1833) and Paracelsus (1834) received some 

acclaim, but in 1840 the difficult Sordello, which was seen 

as wilfully obscure, brought his poetry into disrepute. In 

1846 Browning married the older poet Elizabeth Barrett 

(1806-1861) and from the time of their marriage until 

Elizabeth's death in 1861 they resided in Italy. In Florence, 

probably from early in 1853, Browning worked on the 

poems that eventually comprised his two-volume Men and 

Women (1855) for which he is now well known, although 

when they were published, they made relatively little 

impact.

In 1862, following Elizabeth’s death, he returned to 

London, with his son Pen, and entered the London literary 

scene. He published the collection Dramatis Personae 

(1864) and the book-length epic poem The Ring and the 

Book followed in 1868. He published Dramatic Idylls in 

April 1879. By 1880 Browning had become recognized, 

along with Tennyson, as one of the greatest poets of 

the period. He was awarded an honorary doctorate by 

Cambridge in 1879 and Oxford in 1882. In 1881 a group 

of his admirers founded the Browning Society, branches 

of which spread around the world. In 1887, Browning 

published the major work of his later years, Parleyings with 

Certain People of Importance in Their Day. It presented 

the poet speaking in his own voice, engaging in a series 

of dialogues with long-forgotten figures of literary, artistic, 

and philosophic history. However, the Victorian public was 

somewhat baffled by these discussions and Browning 

returned to brief, concise lyric for his last volume, Asolando 

(1889), published on the day of his death.

When Browning died in 1889, he was regarded as a sage 

and philosopher-poet who through his writings had made 

contributions to Victorian social and political discourse. 

Oscar Wilde's gave Browning this pointedly ironical 

assessment, ‘He is the most Shakespearian creature since 

Shakespeare. If Shakespeare could sing with myriad lips, 

Browning could stammer through a thousand mouths. 

[...] Yes, Browning was great. And as what will he be 

remembered? As a poet? Ah, not as a poet! He will be 

remembered as a writer of fiction, as the most supreme 

writer of fiction, it may be, that we have ever had. His 

sense of dramatic situation was unrivalled, and, if he 

could not answer his own problems, he could at least 

put problems forth, and what more should an artist do? 

Considered from the point of view of a creator of character 

he ranks next to him who made Hamlet. Had he been 

articulate, he might have sat beside him. The only man 

who can touch the hem of his garment is George Meredith. 

Meredith is a prose Browning, and so is Browning. He 

used poetry as a medium for writing in prose.’73 

Browning was an old friend of Leighton and a keen student 

of painting himself. Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) 

thought Browning knew ‘encyclopaedically’ more about 

Italian art than Ruskin. Browning was painted by Rossetti, 

Anthony Frederick Augustus Sandys, George Frederic 
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Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895))

William Lehman Ashmead Bartlett Burdett-Coutts (1851-1921)

Watts, George Richmond and others. His son Pen was a 

painter and sculptor exhibiting regularly at both the Royal 

Academy and the Grosvenor Gallery. 

Thomas Henry Huxley (1825–1895) (key no. 12) was an 

English biologist specialising in comparative anatomy and a 

science educationist. He was known as ‘Darwin's Bulldog’ 

for his advocacy of Charles Darwin's theory of evolution.

Huxley who had little formal schooling and was virtually self-

taught became perhaps the finest comparative anatomists 

of the later 19th Century. He worked on invertebrates, 

clarifying relationships between groups previously little 

understood. Later, he worked on vertebrates, especially on 

the relationship between apes and humans. 

In July 1854, he became Professor of Natural History at 

the Royal School of Mines and naturalist to the British 

Geological Survey in the following year. In addition, he was 

Fullerian Professor at the Royal Institution 1855 to 1858 and 

1865 to 1867 and Hunterian Professor at the Royal College 

of Surgeons 1863 to 1869.  From 1870 onwards, Huxley 

was to some extent drawn away from scientific research 

by the claims of public duty. He served on eight Royal 

Commissions, from 1862 to 1884. From 1871 to 1880 

he was Secretary of the Royal Society and President from 

1883 to 1885. He was President of the Geological Society 

from 1868 to 1870. In 1870, he was President of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science at Liverpool 

and in the same year was elected a member of the newly 

constituted London School Board. He was President of the 

Quekett Microscopical Club from 1877 to 1879, Inspector 

of Fisheries 1881 to 1885 and President of the Marine 

Biological Association 1884 to 1890. 

Famously, Huxley responded to Wilberforce in the June 1860 

Oxford evolution debate at the Oxford University Museum, 

seven months after the publication of Charles Darwin's On 

the Origin of Species. It was a key moment in the wider 

acceptance of evolution and in his own career. Huxley's most 

famous work was Evidence as to Man's place in Nature 

(1863) where he addressed the key issues long before 

Charles Darwin published his Descent of Man in 1871. 

Huxley was awarded the highest honours then open to 

British men of science and changed the approach and 

perception of science. Before Huxley it was viewed as 

mostly a gentleman's occupation, after him, science was  

a profession. 

William Lehman Ashmead Bartlett Burdett-Coutts 

(1851-1921) (key no. 13), philanthropist and politician, 

was born in Plymouth, Massachusetts, but moved to 

England as a baby after his mother was widowed. She 

settled in Torquay and met one of its most distinguished 

residents, the wealthy philanthropist Angela Georgina (from 

1871 Baroness) Burdett-Coutts (1814–1906) vide infra, 

who was charmed by the young boy and sympathised 

with the family’s reduced circumstances. She paid for 

William’s education and subsequently employed him as her 

secretary. Victorian society was shocked when he married 

his employer, the Baroness, on 12 February 1881. The 
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Angela Georgina Baroness Burdett-Coutts (1814-1906)

marriage of a young impecunious American, not yet thirty 

years old, to a wealthy woman in her late sixties provoked 

much gossip and Queen Victoria herself tried to dissuade 

her from the marriage, but to no avail. Bartlett assumed his 

wife's name by royal licence and in 1885 he was elected 

Unionist MP for Westminster. He was a competent back-

bencher, who acted as his wife's political agent. He took 

part in reorganizing the City of Westminster under the 

Local Government Act of 1899 and also busied himself 

with railway reform, contributing to the passage of the 

Railway (Accounts and Returns) Act of 1910. When the 

Baroness died in 1906, Burdett-Coutts continued much of 

her charitable work. At the 1918 general election he was 

elected unopposed for the Abbey Division of Westminster 

and was sworn in as a member of the privy council in 

April 1921, but died suddenly at his home, Holly Lodge, 

Highgate, Middlesex, on 28 July 1921. 

Angela Georgina Baroness Burdett-Coutts (1814-1906) 

(key no. 14) philanthropist, was the youngest of the six 

children of Sir Francis Burdett (1770–1844), politician and 

granddaughter of Thomas Coutts (1735–1822) banker. 

Coutts’s wife Harriot Mellon (an actress and later Duchess 

of Albans by her second husband), inherited Coutts’s entire 

fortune, including his interest in the family banking firm. 

She in turn, chose Angela as heir to the residuary portion 

of the estate, which amounted to some £1.8 million. The 

Duchess's will made the inheritance conditional on the 

heiress not marrying a foreign national, in which event it 

would pass to the next in line. It also stipulated that her 

successors take the surname of Coutts. The selection 

of Angela as heir, which was revealed only after the 

Duchess's death on 6 August 1837, caused great surprise. 

Yet she put her good fortune to excellent use and became 

in the words of Edward VII, 'after my mother the most 

remarkable woman in the country'74. She was without 

equal in the breadth and sincerity of her sympathies.

Her family connections meant that she was able to move 

easily in high society mixing with scientists, politicians, 

writers, bishops, actresses, musicians, writers, men of 

letters, aristocrats and royalty and she enjoyed almost 

instant celebrity. The greater part of Angela Burdett-

Coutts's time was spent not on leisure pursuits but in 

administering and disbursing her vast fortune. Dickens, 

who was a great friend and dedicated his book Martin 

Chuzzlewit to her, considered her 'the noblest spirit we  

can ever know'. 

She was a patron of the arts and sciences and a great 

supporter of the established church, endowing a number 

of churches and schools both in Britain and abroad. She 

had a strong social conscience particularly concerning 

poor and neglected children and she became president 

of the Destitute Children's Dinner Society founded in 

1866 and was an early patron of the London Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Children founded in 1883 

and was also President of the ladies' committee of the 

Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. 

Characteristic of her philanthropy was an aim to combine 

relief of the immediate symptoms of distress with measures 

to secure permanent improvement of living conditions by 

providing the basis for viable and stable local economic 

development. 

On 19 June 1871, she was raised to the peerage in her 

own right as Baroness Burdett-Coutts of Highgate and 

Brookfield, Middlesex and public recognition of her work 

in London came with the award of the freedom of the city 

on 18 July 1872, a unique distinction for a woman at that 

time.

Her philanthropic efforts were also felt abroad, in 1877 

during the Russo-Turkish War, Baroness Burdett-Coutts 

made strenuous efforts on behalf of the Turkish peasantry 
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Diana de Vere, neé Beauclerk, Lady Huddleston (1841-1905))

Constance Gladys Robinson, née Herbert, Lady Lonsdale (1859-1917)

displaced from Roumelia and Bulgaria by the Russian 

advance and in 1879, inspired by the work of her friend 

Florence Nightingale, she served as President of a ladies 

committee to aid the casualties of the Anglo-Zulu War. She 

sent out hospital equipment and staff, including trained 

women nurses.

Her marriage to her much younger secretary William 

Ashmead Bartlett (vide supra), which took place on 12 

February 1881 only three months before Frith’s Private View 

was staged, was disapproved of by many of her friends, 

including Gladstone and Disraeli and by the partners of 

Coutts bank. As a consequence of her marriage to an 

American the clause in her benefactress's will was invoked 

and she forfeited three-fifths of her income to her sister 

Clara Money, who also took the name Coutts. 

When she died nearly 30,000 paid their respects to a 

woman who had become known as the ‘Queen of the 

Poor'.75 She was buried in Westminster Abbey on 5 

January 1907 in the nave. Her example not only provided 

an immense stimulus to charitable work among the rich 

and fashionable but also suggested solutions to many 

social problems. 

Diana de Vere (née Beauclerk) Lady Huddleston 

(1841-1905) (key no. 15) was the wife of John Walter 

Huddleston (vide supra) and was painted by Frith in The 

Marriage of the Prince of Wales, 1863 (fig. 4). She was the 

daughter of William Aubrey de Vere Beauclerk, 9th Duke of 

St. Albans (1801- 1849) an English aristocrat and cricketer. 

Constance Gladys Robinson (née Herbert), Lady 

Lonsdale (1859-1917) (key no. 16) was a British patron 

of the arts. She was the third daughter of the Victorian 

statesman Stanley Herbert, Lord Herbert of Lea (1810-

1861). She married firstly St George Lowther, 4th Earl of 

Lonsdale (1855-1882), who died in the year preceding 

The Private View's exhibition, and after his death Frederick 

Robinson, 2nd Marquess of Ripon (1862-1923) becoming 

Marchioness of Ripon.

She was a close friend of Oscar Wilde, who dedicated 

his play A Woman of No Importance to her. Her support 

and patronage aided the success of the careers of singers 

such as the celebrated Nellie Melba and the ballet dancers 

Vaslav Nijinsky (1889/90-1950) and Sergei Diaghilev 

(1872-1929). As a patron of the Arts she supported the 

restoration of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. 
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Sir Henry Thompson, 1st Bt. (1820-1904)

Sir Frederic Leighton, P.R.A. (1830-1896)

Sir Henry Thompson, 1st Baronet (1820-1904)  

(key no. 17) was a surgeon, specialising in diseases of 

the urinary system. He became a member of the Royal 

College of Surgeons in 1850 and was promoted to full 

surgeon at University College Hospital in 1862. In 1863 

his reputation was considerably enhanced by being 

called upon to treat King Leopold I of Belgium for bladder 

stones. In 1866 Thompson was appointed professor of 

clinical surgery at University College and was knighted the 

following year. Thompson maintained his position as the 

leading British urologist for over twenty years. He was the 

archetypal Victorian polymath, publishing widely not only 

textbooks on urology, but books and articles on subjects 

that interested him and towards the end of his life wrote 

his (unpublished) reminiscences. He published two best-

selling novels on medical themes, studied painting with Sir 

Lawrence Alma-Tadema who painted his portrait in 1878, 

illustrated his own textbooks and exhibited landscapes 

and still-life paintings at the Royal Academy for a number of 

years. In the Borghese, winter afternoon was his submission 

to the Royal Academy exhibition of 1881. He included artists 

and writers among his friends, and he sketched Thackeray 

and painted Millais’ likeness in 1881. Millais’s portrait of 

Thompson was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1882 

(Tate Gallery). Thompson followed the Aesthetic fashion for 

collecting blue-and-white Nankin porcelain and illustrated, 

with James McNeill Whistler, a catalogue of his collection. 

In 1880 Christie’s sold 377 lots from his collection for over 

£4300.

In 1872 Thompson founded the celebrated ‘Octaves’; 

dinners comprising eight simple dishes, beginning 

at eight o'clock and for eight guests. Renowned for 

their cuisine and conversation, they were attended by 

royalty, colleagues, men from the arts, literature, the 

professions and politics and celebrated foreign visitors.  

The introduction of cremation was numbered amongst 

Thompson's major achievements. He was created a 

baronet in 1899. 

Sir Frederic Leighton, P.R.A. (1830-1896) (key no. 19) 

artist, had succeeded Sir Francis Grant (1803-1878) as 

President of the Royal Academy in 1878 and was now the 

acknowledged leader of the Victorian Art establishment, 

not only on account of his official position, but also by his 

commanding personality. 

As a young boy Leighton’s family visited the continent 

frequently and spent extended periods living in Frankfurt, 

Paris and Florence. He exhibited for the first time at the 

Royal Academy in 1855 Cimabue’s Madonna Carried 

in Procession through the Streets of Florence (Royal 

Clollection on loan to The National Gallery, London). The 

picture was well received by critics and the public and was 

purchased by Queen Victoria on the recommendation of 

Prince Albert. In the autumn of 1855 Leighton moved from 

Rome to Paris where he encountered and absorbed the 

principles of ‘l'art pour l'art’. He settled in London in 1859 

and his paintings of the 1860s embraced this aesthetic 

philosophy, having no ostensible subject or narrative and 
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William Thomson, Archbishop of York (1818-1890)

were in contrast to more conventional British ideas. These 

notions marked him as somewhat of an outsider to the 

British art establishment and the Royal Academy; and his 

election as Associate took nine years. During the 1860s 

Leighton was one of the prime figures who led the classical 

impulse in English painting. His second great processional 

painting and the work that marked his arrival as a classical 

artist, The Syracusan Bride (private collection), was viewed 

to great acclaim at the 1866 Royal Academy exhibition. 

Leighton’s 1871 Royal Academy exhibit Greek Girls Picking 

Pebbles (Private Collection) is a remarkable example of 

English aestheticism, combining classical abstraction 

with the manipulation of mood through colour akin to that 

explored in the work of Albert Joseph Moore (1841-1893) 

and James McNeill Whistler.

Leighton was elected an Associate of the Royal Academy 

in 1864 and a full member in 1868. His belief in the role of 

the Academy as the best institution to foster and protect 

the professional interests of artists was unwavering and he 

was involved in its structures and arrangements. In 1869 he 

was elected a visitor to the Royal Academy Schools, and in 

due course instituted reforms in the running of the Schools. 

He helped organise the winter exhibitions, the first of which 

took place in 1870, and his considerable standing within 

the institution made him Grant's natural successor; he was 

elected on 13 November 1878 and knighted.

His other public roles included trustee of the Chantrey 

bequest, and he was involved in the programme to 

complete Alfred Stevens's memorial to the Duke of 

Wellington in St Paul's Cathedral. He also joined William 

Morris and John Ruskin in their campaign to protect 

the west front of St Mark's Basilica in Venice from 

reconstruction. 

In June 1895 he announced his resignation as President 

due to ill health and was raised to the peerage as Baron 

Leighton of Stretton in the New Year Honours list for 

1896, the first artist ever to be honoured in this way. On 

25 January 1896 Leighton died at his home, Leighton 

House. Dorothy Dene, his most famous model and muse, 

was brought to his bedside shortly before he died and 

his last recorded words were reputably 'My love to the 

Academy'76. His body lay in state in the octagon room 

at the Royal Academy before his funeral and burial at St 

Paul's Cathedral on 3 February. 

Leighton exhibited seven paintings at the Royal Academy in 

1881 including his magisterial self-portrait (Uffizi, Florence). 

William Thomson, Archbishop of York (1818-1890) 

(key no. 20) was Chaplain to the Royal Academy (see 

fig. 16). He went up to Queen’s College, Oxford in 1836 

and was ordained in 1843, he worked as a curate 

before he was recalled by Queen’s College in 1847. At 

Queen’s he filled the offices of tutor, Chaplain and Dean 

and in 1854, Bursar. Thomson was strongly in favour of 

university reform and disapproved of the principles on 

which college fellowships were filled (at that time they were 

confined to people born in certain districts). As a result 

of his and others' representations a Royal Commission 

was appointed in 1850 to inquire into the constitution 

and revenues of the University and in 1854, a second 

commission was empowered to revise the statutes of 

the University and of the Colleges and Halls. In 1855 he 

was elected Provost of Queen's College and resigned his 

living. In 1858 he was elected to the position of Chaplain-

in-ordinary to the Queen. Thomson's activity was not 

confined to theological matters; he was a fellow of the 

Royal Society and the Royal Geographical Society. 

In 1861 Thomson, was appointed C.T. Baring's successor 

in the see of Gloucester and Bristol. Within ten months 
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William Agnew. M.P. (1825-1910)

of his consecration however, Charles Thomas Longley, 

the Archbishop of York, was translated to Canterbury 

and, though a junior a bishop, Thomson was appointed 

Longley's successor. He realised that to keep its place in 

English life, the English church must show itself able to meet 

modern needs. He was one of the first English clergymen 

who, while not himself a socialist, recognised the positive 

aspects that imbued socialism. He was admired by the laity 

for his strong sense, his clear and forcible reasoning and his 

wide knowledge. During the latter part of his life it was said 

that no man equalled him in the affections of the working 

classes and it is difficult to over-estimate the effect of his 

influence in strengthening the position of the English church 

in the Northern Province. He held the position of Archbishop 

of York for twenty-eight years. 

William Agnew, M.P. (1825-1910) (key no. 21) was an 

art dealer and liberal politician who established Agnew’s 

as a leading international firm which catered primarily for 

the newly wealthy, self-made industrialists of the North and 

Midlands. Major purchases included Hogarth's Shrimp Girl 

and Miss Fenton in 1884 from the Leigh Court sale for the 

National Gallery and on 6 May 1876, he bought from the 

Wynn Ellis sale at Christie’s, Gainsborough's celebrated 

Duchess of Devonshire (1783, Chatsworth) for £10,505. 

(The picture was stolen later that same month and not 

returned until 1901.) Agnew supported contemporary 

artists; Holman Hunt benefited from his purchase in 

1873 of The Shadow of Death for £10,500, including the 

engraving rights, which Agnew subsequently presented 

to Manchester City Art Gallery in 1883. He discovered the 

young Fred Walker (1840-1875) in 1864, and presented 

The Harbour of Refuge (1872) to the Tate Gallery in 1893. 

He encouraged his client Henry Tate (1819-1899) to found 

the Tate Gallery. Between 1880 and his retirement in 1895 

Agnew helped form two great collections: those of Sir 

Charles Tennant (1823-1906) and Sir Edward Guinness 

(1847-1927) (later 1st Earl of Iveagh). Lord Iveagh began 

collecting in June 1887, and by April 1891 had bought 

from Agnew 223 pictures and drawings, sixty-two of which 

he left to the nation along with Kenwood House.

Agnew was a staunch Liberal and close friend of 

Gladstone. He was MP for South-East Lancashire 1880 

to 1885, and for the Stretford division of Lancashire 1885 

to 1886. In 1885 he spoke in the House of Commons 

in support of the purchase for the Nation of Raphael's 

Ansidei Madonna and Van Dyck's Portrait of Charles I 

from the Duke of Marlborough's collection for £83,250. 

He supported Gladstone's Home Rule Bill in the spring of 

1886 and was defeated at the general election held that 

summer. He was created a baronet on 2 September 1895. 

His portrait by Frank Holl (National Portrait Gallery) was 

exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1883, the same year as 

The Private View. 
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Sir John Duke Coleridge, 1st Baron Coleridge (1820-1894) Lillie Langtry (Emilie Charlotte, née Le Breton) (1853-1929)

Sir John Duke Coleridge, 1st Baron Coleridge (1820-

1894) (key no. 22) was an English lawyer, judge and Liberal 

politician. In 1865 he was elected MP for Exeter. He made 

a favourable impression on the leaders of his party and in 

1868 under Gladstone, Coleridge was appointed Solicitor-

General and in 1871 promoted to Attorney-General, a 

post he held until 1873. He acted as chief counsel for the 

defendants in the infamous Tichborne case in the early 

1870s.

In November 1873 Coleridge succeeded as Chief Justice 

of the Common Pleas, and in January the following year 

was raised to the peerage as Baron Coleridge of Ottery St 

Mary in the County of Devon. In 1880 he was made Lord 

Chief Justice of England on the death of Sir Alexander 

Cockburn (1802-1880). Despite suffering from poor 

health towards the end of his life he remained in this office 

until his death. In 1873 he was described as a ‘firm and 

consistent’ supporter of women's suffrage.77 

Lillie Langtry (Emilie Charlottenée Le Breton) (1853-

1929) (key no. 23) was an actress and professional beauty. 

In 1874 she married Edward Langtry, son of a Belfast ship-

owner and within three years the couple were established in 

London Society where Lillie became not only a ‘professional 

beauty’, but also the mistress of the Prince of Wales. 

Between 1877 and 1880 she enjoyed a period of heady 

social success and was painted by Millais and Poynter.

Towards the end of her three-year liaison with the Prince 

of Wales, Langtry met Prince Louis of Battenberg (1854–

1921) and in Paris in March 1881, she gave birth to their 

daughter who was christened Jeanne-Marie and given 

the surname of Langtry. The birth of this child coincided 

with the bankruptcy of Edward Langtry and the breakup 

of their marriage. Despite the continued support of the 

Prince of Wales, she was ostracized by society, though 

she maintained a well-publicised friendship with Gladstone. 

Langtry therefore turned to acting and made her début as 

Kate Hardcastle in She Stoops to Conquer on 15 December 

1881. Appreciating that it was her notoriety as the former 

mistress of the Prince of Wales, that was attracting 

audiences, Lillie soon founded her own company. Between 

1882 and 1889 she divided her time between tours of the 

United States, where she owned a ranch in California and 

appearances on various London stages.

In 1899, two years after Edward Langtry had died 

destitute, Lillie returned to England permanently and 

married Hugo Gerald (1871–1940) the eldest son of Sir 

Henry de Bathe, 4th Baronet. On the death of her father-in-
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law in 1907, she became Lady de Bathe. After the failure 

of her attempt to establish a company at the Imperial 

Theatre, Westminster, Langtry resumed touring. She died 

in Monte Carlo on 12 February 1929, but was buried in St 

Saviour's churchyard, Jersey. 

Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909)

Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909) (unidentified 

in key) was an English poet, playwright, novelist, and critic. 

Although this portrait was previously one of the unidentified 

figures in the painting,  described by the artist as ‘pure 

aesthetes absorbed in affected study of the pictures’, 

the gentleman with red hair and a wispy beard, looking 

over Wilde’s right shoulder, is very close to contemporary 

images of Swinburne.

Swinburne went up to Balliol College, Oxford in 1856, but 

his time there was not a particularly happy one and his 

individualistic behaviour brought him inevitably into conflict 

with the college authorities and in November 1859 he was 

rusticated for a term. Another setback occurred in the May 

of 1860 when he was injured by a fall from a horse and 

concluded that, if he was unable to get a distinguished 

pass, he would not sit his final examinations. Swinburne 

left Oxford without a degree. However, his time at Oxford 

was important for bringing him into contact with the Pre-

Raphaelites with whom he felt a mutual affinity. Rossetti 

introduced him to his brother William Michael Rossetti 

(1829-1919) who became a lifelong friend. The Pre-

Raphaelites' passion for all things medieval and Arthurian, 

coupled with the example of William Morris's The Defence 

of Guenevere (1858), soon had Swinburne writing 

medievalist poems such as Queen Yseult.The six years 

between his leaving Oxford and the publication of Poems 

and Ballads (1866) was one of great creativity. Apart 

from scores of individual poems, Swinburne wrote critical 

essays, a book on William Blake, several verse plays, at 

least six short stories for a collection provisionally titled the 

Triameron, and a longer narrative published posthumously 

as Lucretia Borgia, or, The Chronicle of Tebaldeo Tebaldei 

(1942). By 1862 he had finished the novel A Year's Letters 

(serialized in Tatler in 1877, published in 1904 as Love's 

Cross-Currents) and by 1864 had started a second, Lesbia 

Brandon, Atalanta in Calydon was published in March 

1865 by Edward Moxon & Co. with a gold ‘roundel’ design 

by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 

In November 1866 Swinburne's pamphlet Notes on 

Poems and Reviews was published. It is one of his best 

critical essays and a crucial document in the history of 

aestheticism and freedom of expression. In the same year 

William Michael Rossetti published Poems and Ballads, 

which sparked a controversy that has few rivals in English 

poetry and thus Swinburne's fame was assured by this 

small volume. The poems espoused republicanism, 

fulminated against priests and kings, rejected the theology 

and consolations of Christianity, and celebrated decadent 

romantic and sexual feelings, themes that were guaranteed 

to be shocking to many Victorian readers. It established 

Swinburne as not only the leading new poet of the day but 

as an international icon for progressive thinkers. In the late 

1860s and 1870s Swinburne's very name was a beacon 

for those who wanted a more liberal, less puritanical 

society. 

In 1870 Swinburne published the Ode on the Proclamation 

of the French Republic in pamphlet form and after many 

delays in 1871 a collection of philosophical and political 

verses, Songs before Sunrise. The book had generally 

better reviews than Poems and Ballads, since Swinburne 

avoided sexual themes for republican politics and a 

humanist positivism. Much of Swinburne's best criticism 

was collected in Essays and Studies (1875). 

On account of his alcoholism and erratic personal life his 

health had severely deteriorated and in 1879 at the age of 
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42, he was taken into the home and care of his friend and 

lawyer, the poet Theodore Watts-Dunton (1832-1914) at 

The Pines, 11 Putney Hill, Putney. There Swinburne found 

the orderly life he had never known living on his own and 

his health recovered. During the latter period of his life 

Swinburne was very productive as a writer, with twenty-

three volumes appearing after 1879: ten volumes of poetry, 

six plays, six works of criticism, and his serialised novel A 

Year's Letters78. In 1904 his Collected Poems appeared in 

six volumes, followed by Collected Plays in five volumes 

a year later. He declined an honorary degree from Oxford 

in May 1907 and a civil-list pension in 1908. He was 

unsuccessfully short-listed for the Nobel Prize for literature. 

He remained at The Pines with Watts and his family until 

the end of his life.

Swinburne is considered a poet of the Decadent 

Movement although he perhaps professed to more vice 

than he actually indulged in. Oscar Wilde stated that 

Swinburne was ‘a braggart in matters of vice, who had 

done everything he could to convince his fellow citizens 

of his homosexuality and bestiality without being in the 

slightest degree a homosexual or a bestialiser’79.Yet many 

of the subjects he wrote on were considered taboo topics 

and included lesbianism, cannibalism, sado-masochism 

and anti-theism. He was an alcoholic and algolagniac. 

Sir Frederick Alexis Eaton (1838-1919)

Sir Frederick Alexis Eaton (1838-1918) (key no. 25) 

was a writer and editor. He was appointed Secretary of 

the Royal Academy in 1873, the first none Academician 

to hold the post. He edited Murray's Handbook on Egypt 

(1870) and subsequently his volume on Southern Italy. 

As Secretary of the Royal Academy, he was required to 

deal with the artists exhibiting and those who had been 

rejected from the annual exhibitions. He is seen recording 

the verdicts in Charles West Cope’s (1811-1890) painting 

(Royal Academy) of the selection committee in action in 

1879. In 1882, he translated the biography of Albrecht 

Dürer by Moriz Thausing. He was knighted in 1911 and 

held the post of Secretary until his death in 1913.



69

Dame Ellen Alice Terry (1847-1928)

Dame Ellen Alice Terry (1847-1928) (key no. 26) was 

an actress. She first went on the stage as a child, playing 

the role of the boy Mamillius in Charles Kean's production 

of The Winter's Tale, 28 April 1856 and her last stage 

role was as Susan Wildersham in Walter de la Mare's 

fairy play Crossings on 19 November 1925 at the Lyric, 

Hammersmith; an acting career lasting sixty-nine years.

Her celebrity status was only due in part to her 

performances, her private life was equally as dramatic. 

During the run of Taylor's hit comedy Our American Cousin 

at the Haymarket, Terry abruptly left the stage to prepare 

for her marriage to the artist George Frederic Watts (1817–

1904). Watts was forty-seven and Terry a week short of her 

seventeenth birthday. The marriage lasted less than a year 

and in 1865 Terry, who did not wish the separation which 

was forced upon her, was back with her family. Although 

the marriage was a failure Terry was widely exposed to the 

arts and added to her acquaintance a number of cultured 

and important people, among them Robert Browning, 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892), Gladstone, Benjamin 

Disraeli (1804-1881) and the photographer Julia Margaret 

Cameron (1815-1879). For many years after the marriage 

she was a cult figure for poets and painters of the later 

Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic movements, including Oscar 

Wilde. She was tall and slender, with beautiful flaxen 

hair, grey eyes, full red lips, finely framed features, and 

considered by some an art object as much as an actress. 

After the failure of her marriage she returned to the stage 

and performed for the first time with Henry Irving (1838-

1905) in the summer of 1868. 

In the summer of 1868 she left acting again to live with 

the architect, interior designer and essayist Edward 

William Godwin (1833–1886), by whom she had two 

children. His preference for simplicity of style permanently 

influenced Terry's choice of design schemes for her own 

homes and materials for clothing and stage costumes. 

Their relationship ultimately failed, but even after their 

separation Godwin continued to design costumes for her. 

On 21 November 1877, having received a divorce from 

Watts, she married the actor (formerly soldier) Charles 

Clavering Wardell (1839–1885), however this marriage 

was also short-lived, lasting less than three years and they 

separated in 1881. 

In 1878 Terry met Irving again (who by then had taken on 

the lease of the Lyceum Theatre) and they developed a 

close professional and personal relationship. Ellen Terry 

was to remain with Irving for twenty-four years, undertake 

frequent provincial tours and seven tours to America with 

the Lyceum Company.

Aged nearly 60 Terry married her third husband, the 

American actor James Carew (1876–1938), whom she met 

at the Royal Court and with whom she toured America; 

Carew was thirty-one. However, this marriage broke up in 

1910. In 1925 she was made a Dame Grand Cross of the 

British Empire.

Aside from the great appeal of her Aesthetic and Pre-

Raphaelite image, Ellen Terry found her way into the hearts 

of her public by both her stage presence and her strength 

of character. She seemed to exude a sense of fun in high 

comedy, a depth of romantic feeling in love scenes and a 

power to arouse the deepest pathos in tragedy. 
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George Augustus Sala (1828-1905)

of British society. Yet misfortune struck on the night of 18 

February 1898, a fire in the scene store under the railway 

arches in Bear Lane, Southwark, destroyed the sets for 

forty-four of the plays. The property was under-insured and 

replacement was out of the question, Irving was forced to 

accept a proposal to turn the Lyceum into a joint-stock 

company administered by a syndicate, and so ended his 

reign as sole director of the most famous theatre in the 

world. On his death he was buried in Westminster Abbey 

at the feet of the statue of Shakespeare and beside the 

grave of David Garrick (1717-1779). Irving was a good 

friend of Frith’s and is mentioned several times in his 

Autobiography. 

George Augustus Sala (1828-1905) (key no. 28) 

journalist, made his first significant foray into literary 

journalism in 1848–9, writing for Chat, a halfpenny weekly, 

which he later edited. His writings attracted the attention of 

William Makepeace Thackeray and Charles Dickens, who 

published articles and stories by him in Household Words 

and subsequently in All the Year Round. As one of `Dickens 

Young Men’ he gained a reputation for drunkenness, 

quarrelsomeness, and financial and professional 

unreliability, which he never completely lost. In 1856, at 

Sala's own suggestion, Dickens removed him from any 

bohemian temptations by sending him to Russia as special 

correspondent. He wrote for the Daily Telegraph, from June 

1857 until just before his death, and became its best-known 

leader writer and special correspondent. In 1860 he began 

writing ‘Echoes of the Week’ for the Illustrated London News 

Sir Henry Irving (John Henry Brodribb) (1838-1905)

Sir Henry Irving [John Henry Brodribb] (1838–1905) 

(key no. 27) actor, made his first professional appearance 

on 18 September 1856 at the Lyceum Sunderland and 

learnt his craft playing ‘as cast’ in stock companies all-

round the British Isles. 

Irving married Florence O'Callaghan, the daughter of an 

Irish surgeon-general in the Indian service on 15 July 

1869, however the marriage was not a success and he 

left her in November 1871. In 1878 Irving obtained the 

lease and management of the Lyceum Theatre and his 

reign of twenty-three years in the theatre which he made 

world famous began on 30 December with a revival 

and new production of Hamlet. To all his productions 

Irving brought carefully considered and artistically refined 

physical sets, employing as designers the finest artists of 

the day including Sir Lawrence Alma Tadema for Henry 

VIII and Sir Edward Coley Burne-Jones (1833-1898) 

for King Arthur. He engaged respected musicians such 

as Charles Villiers Stanford (1852-1924) and Sir Arthur 

Sullivan (1842-1900) to compose incidental music for Lear 

and Macbeth and the best scene painters such as Hawes 

Craven (1837-1910) and Joseph Harkerto to provide the 

huge backcloths and set pieces for the mise en scène.His 

first night openings were more like a celebrity party than 

a theatre audience; then, and on hundredth nights, he 

entertained great numbers of the audience on stage.

The pinnacle of Irving's career came in 1895 when he was 

knighted, the first actor honoured in this way. This honour 

acknowledged his full acceptance into the higher circles 
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(Joseph) Edgar Boehm (1834-1890)

and continued to do so till 1886 (when they were continued 

in group of weekly newspapers); a column which made his 

signature, G. A. S. a household name. Amongst the many 

collections of his contributions to weeklies, monthlies and 

special correspondent's reports from abroad, My Diary 

in America in the midst of War (1865), reprinted from the 

Daily Telegraph; William Hogarth: Painter, Engraver, and 

Philosopher (1866), reprinted from Cornhill Magazine; and 

Paris herself Again in 1878–9 (1879) are still useful reference 

works. Sala made three visits to America and Russia, one 

to North Africa, and one to Australia. He was the first editor 

of Temple Bar (1860–63) and also edited Banter (1867–8). 

He wrote five novels of which The Seven Sons of Mammon 

(1862) and Margaret Forster (1897), which was originally to 

have been written in collaboration with M. E. Braddon, are 

the most interesting. He was a friend of Swinburne, whose 

taste for flagellation he shared, and was part author of a 

pornographic tale, The Mysteries of Verbena House (1882). 

Sala claimed that at the peak of his career his income 

never dropped below £2000 a year, but his bohemian 

improvidence precipitated frequent financial crises, some 

ending in bankruptcy or the forced sale of his possessions. 

In 1892, when his popular reputation was at its height, he 

started a weekly paper called Sala's Journal, which proved 

a disastrous failure, and in 1895 he was forced to sell his 

library of 13,000 volumes. He founded the Savage Club, 

which still continues. Lord Rosebery awarded him a civil list 

pension of £100 a year, but he was a broken man, and he 

died at Brighton on 8 December 1895.

The flamboyance and disorder of Sala's life were reflected 

in his literary style. His two stated autobiographical works, 

Things I have Seen and People I have Known (1894), and 

The Life and Adventures of George Augustus Sala (1895), 

are notoriously unreliable. 

Sala published many volumes of fiction, travel writings and 

essays, and he edited many other works, but his métier was 

that of ephemeral journalism; and his name goes down in 

posterity as one of the most popular of the newspaper men 

of the period. He was a friend of Frith and often wrote to him 

suggesting both modern and historical subjects, although 

Frith never adopted any of them. Sala is depicted in The 

Private View wearing his characteristic white waistcoat. 

When he was asked to model for the picture, he wrote to 

Frith enclosing a photo and remarking ‘Don’t forget the 

white waistcoat. I have worn one every day for the last 

five-and-twenty years’. Frith also wrote asking to borrow 

Sala’s coat. Sala replied that he was flattered: ‘Never before, 

my dear Frith, has it been assumed that an English man of 

letters possessed a second coat, to say nothing of a change 

of waistcoats and ties’.80 

(Joseph) Edgar Boehm, A.R.A. (1834-1890) (key no. 29) 

sculptor, was born in Vienna but following his marriage in 

1860 to Frances (Fanny) Boteler (c.1835/6–1890) decided 

to settle in London, moving there in 1862 and becoming 

a British subject three years later. Boehm's first work to 

attract major interest was a statuette of William Makepeace 

Thackeray (1864, National Portrait Gallery, London). Trollope 

admired Boehm's rendition of ‘the figure of the man 

exactly as he used to stand before us’ and its success led 

to an edition of seventy plaster casts. Boehm modelled 

portrait busts of the famous and the fashionable including 

Gladstone, James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903), John 

Ruskin, Thomas Huxley, Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and 

Franz Liszt (1811-1888) along with fifty-seven documented 

church monuments, such as those in Westminster Abbey 

to Benjamin Disraeli (1881–3) and received over forty 

Royal commissions. In 1880 he was appointed sculptor-

in-ordinary to Queen Victoria and in 1889 was created a 

baronet. His most famous works include is his life-sized 

statue of Thomas Carlyle (1875; bronze version 1882, 
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Philip Hermogenes Calderon, R.A. (1833-1898)

Henry Stacy Marks, R.A. (1829-1898)

Chelsea Embankment Gardens, London), the Jubilee head 

of Queen Victoria on coinage, and the statue of the Duke 

of Wellington at Hyde Park Corner. A total of 360 different 

works is documented in Boehm's name. He became an 

Associate of the Royal Academy in 1878 and was elected 

to full membership in 1881. In addition,he was elected 

to the Rome and Florence Academies in 1880 and 1881 

respectively and to the Akademie der Bildenden Künste in 

Vienna in 1890. Boehm was the most popular, prolific, and 

successful sculptor of late 19th Century England.  

Henry Stacey Marks, R.A. (1829-1898) (key no. 30) 

artist, was a member of the St John's Wood Clique (an 

association of young artists who shared an interest in 

historical genre painting) with his friend P. H. Calderon (vide 

infra) and his brother-in-law Frederick Walker. He is best 

known for his watercolours of birds which he exhibited 

either at the Old Watercolour Society, of which he became 

Associate in 1871 and a full member in 1883, or at the two 

‘bird exhibitions’ at the Fine Art Society, which were held 

in 1889 and 1890. Marks had been fond of birds since his 

childhood, but he did not begin to use them as subjects for 

painting until the middle of his career. The Convent Raven 

(1870; Bristol City Art Gallery) is an early bird painting in 

oils. St Francis Preaching to the Birds (1870); one of his 

key works, sold for £1155 seven years after Marks sold it 

to Agnew for £450. He was elected an Associate of the 

Royal Academy in 1871 and a full member in 1878.His 

reputation as a bird painter rather than a genre painter 

rests on the fact that his birds tend to display considerably 

more animation than his human figures. He was also the 

art critic of The Spectator. 

Philip Hermogenes Calderon, R.A. (1833–1898) 

(key no. 31) artist, was an historical genre painter and 

a central figure in the St John’s Wood Clique. He was 

born in France, but moved to London in 1845, where he 

was appointed minister to the Spanish Reform church 

and professor of Spanish literature at King's College, 

he became a British subject in 1873. Calderon married 

Clara Marianne, the daughter of the artist James Payne 

Storey (1791-1876) and the sister of George Adolphus 

Storey (1834-1919) another member of the Clique. His 

fellow member Stacey Marks (vide supra) was to become 

a lifelong friend. He exhibited his first work at the Royal 

Academy, By the Waters of Babylon (Tate, London) in 1853 

and having exhibited Broken Vows (Tate, London) at the 

Royal Academy in 1857, he showed there almost every 

year thereafter until his death. In 1864 he was elected 

an Associate of the Royal Academy and in 1867 a full 

Academician. Calderon was very sociable and among his 

large circle of friends were members of the Pre-Raphaelite 

circle including G. F. Watts, who painted his portrait and 

many literary figures, notably George Du Maurier, Anthony 

Trollope, and Charles Dickens. In 1887 he was appointed 

keeper of the Royal Academy. 
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Sir John Everett Millais, R.A. (1829-1896)

Sir John Everett Millais, R.A. (1829-1896) (key no. 32) 

was one of the best-known artists of his generation and 

President of the Royal Academy. Millais had a precocious 

talent and in 1838 his parents moved from Jersey to 

London, where the young Millais attended Henry Sass's 

Academy, which prepared boys for entrance to the Royal 

Academy Schools and on 12 December 1840, aged 

eleven, he became the youngest student ever admitted 

to the Royal Academy Schools. In 1843 he won a silver 

medal for the best drawing from the antique, and in 1846 

made his début at the Royal Academy's annual exhibition 

with his highly accomplished Pizarro Seizing the Inca of 

Peru (Victoria and Albert Museum). At the Royal Academy 

Schools, Millais became close friends with his fellow 

student William Holman Hunt. Hunt and Millais reacted 

against the accepted doctrine of following the precepts 

of the Renaissance and aspiring to the classical ideal and 

resolved to paint people and objects just as they found 

them, observing the particular features of real models in 

detail. Taking heart from the truth to nature they saw in 

art from before the time of Raphael, they and five others, 

including Dante Gabriel Rossetti, established the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848. Millais’s 1850 submission 

to the Royal Academy Christ in the House of his Parents 

(Tate, London), with its unidealised figures of Christ, the 

Virgin Mary, and Joseph was received by the critics with 

almost universal disgust and decried as a piece of wilful 

blasphemy.

Millais’s Pre-Raphaelite masterpiece Ophelia, exhibited at 

the Royal Academy in 1852 (Tate, London) famously used 

Elizabeth Siddal (1829-1862) to model while submersed 

in a bath full of water. As a result of which she caught 

a severe chill and her father held Millais responsible 

demanding he pay for her doctor’s bills. From 1852 Millais 

enjoyed increasing public and critical acclaim and was 

elected an Associate of the Royal Academy in 1853. It 

was in June 1853 that Millais and John Ruskin, along with 

his wife Effie, left together to visit Scotland, where Millais 

was commissioned to paint a portrait of Ruskin for his 

father. During the four months they spent there Millais and 

Effie Ruskin fell in love. On 25 April 1854 Effie left Ruskin 

and the marriage was annulled on the grounds of non-

consummation. Millais and Effie subsequently married on 

3 July 1855 and she encouraged him to move in higher 

social circles rather than bohemian ones. Millais was close 

friends with John Leech, the Punch cartoonist and when 

Millais was elected to membership of the Garrick Club in 

1855, his seconders included Leech, W. M. Thackeray 

and Wilkie Collins. During the 1850s and 1860s Millais 

was transformed from embattled Pre-Raphaelite to the 

most popular artist of his day, taken up by the major art 

dealers, such as Ernest Gambart and William Agnew 

who published twenty-two engravings after his paintings 

between 1873 and 1890.

Millais was a leading figure in wood-engraved book and 

magazine illustrations during the 1850s and 1860s. His 

first important commission was for Edward Moxon's 

edition of Tennyson’s Works (1857), illustrated by members 

of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and others. From 

1859 he contributed regularly to the magazine Once a 

Week, and from 1860 he illustrated a series of Anthony 

Trollope's novels: Framley Parsonage (published in the 

Cornhill Magazine, 1860–61), Orley Farm (published in 

parts, 1861–2) and The Small House at Allington (Cornhill 

Magazine, 1862–4).

A new development in Millais's painting in the early 1860s 

was a series of pictures of children, for which his own 

children and grandchildren were often the models. His first 

success in this vein was My First Sermon (Guildhall Art 

Gallery, London), which shows his daughter Effie sitting 
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attentively in a pew. The great popularity of this work at 

the Royal Academy exhibition of 1863 helped secure his 

election as a Royal Academician on 18 December that 

year. His painterly technique and the influence of the Old 

Masters on his work at this date ran contrary to the Pre-

Raphaelite principles of his youth. In 1868, his pendant 

paintings Stella (Manchester City Galleries) and Vanessa 

(Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool), commenced a series of 

paintings of young women in eighteenth-century fancy 

dress, and inspired an eighteenth-century costume revival, 

which was part of the trend that was seen in the Aesthetic 

Movement. There was an almost total reversal in the artist’s 

philosophy and on 13 May 1871 Vanity Fair published an 

‘Ape’ caricature of Millais with the caption 'A converted 

Pre-Raphaelite'. Yet Millais presented a more robust, 

British type of aestheticism in contrast to that offered by 

artists such as Whistler.

In his professional life, Millais's first allegiance was to 

the Royal Academy. He fulfilled his teaching duties as 

an Academician, served on the hanging committee 

for the annual Academy exhibition and regarded that 

exhibition as the main forum in which to show his own 

work. Nevertheless, from 1877 he also exhibited regularly 

at the Grosvenor Gallery; the alternative venue, closely 

associated with the Aesthetic Movement. The largest 

retrospective of the artist’s work held during his lifetime, 

which comprised 159 works, was at the Grosvenor Gallery 

in 1886. 

Millais maintained an impressive and highly lucrative 

portrait practice and painted the best-known images of 

many of the most prominent figures of the Victorian age 

including Thomas Carlyle, Lillie Langtry, A Jersey Lily, 

1877–8 (Jersey Museums Service), several portraits of 

Gladstone, 1878–9 (National Portrait Gallery), 1884–5 

(private collection), 1885 (Christ Church, Oxford), Disraeli, 

1881 (National Portrait Gallery and exhibited posthumously 

in The Private View), Tennyson, 1881 (Lady Lever Art 

Gallery, Port Sunlight) and Henry Irving, 1883 (Garrick 

Club, London).

Gladstone acknowledged Millais's position as the 

country's most popular and respected artist by offering 

him a baronetcy in 1885, the first artist since Sir Godfrey 

Kneller and the first native British artist ever to be given a 

hereditary title. His baronetcy was the most prestigious 

honour among the many Millais received. In 1878 he won 

a gold medal at the Universal Exhibition in Paris and was 

made an officer of the Légion d' honneur. He was made a 

DCL by Oxford University (1880) and awarded the German 

Order of Merit (1882), the Belgian Order of Leopold (1895), 

the Italian Order of St Maurice and St Lazarus (1896), and 

honorary membership of Academies of Art throughout 

Europe.

Millais was elected as Leighton’s successor as President 

of the Royal Academy on 20 February 1896. He accepted 

with some reluctance since he was already seriously 

ill himself. Millais died at home on the afternoon of 13 

August 1896, aged sixty-seven. The funeral took place 

on 20 August and on its way from Palace Gate to St 

Paul's Cathedral the funeral procession halted at the 

Royal Academy, where it was joined by Academicians 

and Associates. Millais was buried in the crypt in Artists' 

Corner, next to J. M. W. Turner. 
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Detail of The Private View, 1881 showing the view from Gallery III and Millais’s portrait of the late Benjamin Disraeli, 1st Earl of Beaconsfield (1804-
1881) (included on the instructions of Queen Victoria) through to the Lecture Room with the arm and bow of Hamo Thornycroft's Teucer just visible. 
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Figure 29, R. Earlom, after C. Brandoin, Royal Academy at Pall Mall,  
engraving,1771 

14. Shades of Satire - The Private View

The Private View at the Royal Academy was Frith’s last 

great work; a self-confessed satire on the perceived 

affectations and pretensions of aesthetic trend. Yet Frith 

was not the first artist to realise that the exhibitions of the 

Royal Academy provided an ideal vehicle for portraying the 

vagaries and even absurdities of human behaviour, when 

the great and good were gathered together as part of the 

cultural milieu. 

When the Royal Academy was founded in 1768 one of 

its key objectives was to establish an annual exhibition, 

open to all artists of merit, which could be visited by the 

public. The first Summer Exhibition took place in 1769 and 

has been held every year since without exception. Private 

views and exhibitions at art galleries have traditionally 

provided an excellent subject matter for the painter and the 

constant stream of visitors that were drawn to the Royal 
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Figure 30, Pietro Antonio Martini, after J.H. Ramberg, Royal Academy Exhibition at Somerset House, engraving, 1787

Academy’s exhibitions provided perhaps the choicest 

subject for any artist who was drawn to the irresistible 

allure of social observation and human interaction. When 

these congregations were represented, a streak of satire, 

caricature or invective comment was almost inevitable. 

One feature of the Royal Academy and its private 

views which singled it out as a suitable target for such 

commentary, was the prominent position it held amongst 

both artists and the general public. The Royal Academy 

was remarkable in the influence it exerted over both the 

artists in this country, raising the stature and wealth of 

painters and sculptors, and the general public, fostering 

their appreciation of the visual arts. However periodically 

during its long history, the Royal Academy has been 

accused of encouraging a deep-rooted conservatism 

amongst the British Public in regard to paintings and 
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Figure 31, Thomas Rowlandson (1756-1827) 
The Exhibition ‘Stare-Case’, Somerset House, c. 1800, watercolour 
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection

sculpture. Its dual position of both conferring status on 

participants and influencing and determining popular 

taste meant that its offerings and pronouncements were 

invariably followed attentively.

The reputation of the Royal Academy as the place to visit 

was established early on, along with its reputation for lively 

social events. The painter William Beechey (1753-1839) 

once said, that a dinner at the Royal Academy was not 

considered over ‘until a duke and a painter were both put 

under the table from the effects of the bottle’81 .

It was reports of events such as this that established it as a 

legitimate target for caricaturists and satirists. R. Earlom’s 

mezzotint after C. Brandoin’s drawing of 1771 shows the 

Academy housed at its first premises in Pall Mall (fig. 29) 

and is the earliest known depiction of the Royal Academy. 

Over twenty-two thousand visitors came to this exhibition 

and superficially it depicts fashionably attired ladies and 

gentlemen viewing the pictures. However close inspection 

reveals many illuminating details; on the centre wall is 

James Barry, R.A.’s (1741-1806) painting The Temptation 

of Adam, (National Gallery of Ireland) and on either side of 

this are two full-length portraits by Thomas Gainsborough, 

R.A. (1727-1788), Mr Nuthall and Captain Wade. Large-

scale portraits of important people were given prestigious 

positions in the exhibition, not least because many 

members of the Academy made a comfortable living from 

such commissions. However, the artist contrasts the high-

minded rhetoric of history painting with the behaviour of 

some of the Academy’s visitors.

The poses of the couple beneath Barry’s painting, for 

instance, echo those of Adam and Eve themselves – 

the gentleman appears to be ogling the lady through 

his monocle, while she peeps through her fan, perhaps 

at the nude figures in Barry’s painting. A bespectacled 

clergyman in the centre of the room manages to miss 

the religious painting directly behind him, while an elderly 

woman sitting on the bench reads the catalogue to her 

young companion, who appears to have fallen asleep. 

Contemporary political figures also appear, the man in 

a cocked hat to the right of Barry’s painting has been 

identified as the radical politician John Wilkes (1725-1797), 

MP for Middlesex. His inclusion is presumably a reference 

to the fact that a mob of Wilkes’ supporters attacked the 

Academy’s building in 1771, tearing down decorations that 

had been hung over the façade to celebrate King George 

III’s birthday. The mezzotint was published by Robert Sayer 

and its publication date was timed to coincide with the 

subsequent Royal Academy exhibition of 1772, to ensure 

that the print was topical and commercial.82

Pietro Antonio Martini’s (1738-1797) engraving after J.H. 

Ramberg’s drawing depicts the 1787 Royal Academy 

exhibition at Somerset House (fig. 30). This image shows 

the President of the Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds 

(1723-1792) showing the Prince Regent his own pictures. 
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Figure 32, Isaac Robert Cruickshank (1789-1856) & George Cruickshank (1792-1878) A Shilling Well Laid Out, Tom and Jerry at the Exhibition of Pictures at the Royal Academy, 1821,  
plate 32 from Life in London by Piece Egan, published Sherwood, Neely & Jones, London, 1821, hand-coloured etching and aquatint 

The humorous character of the work is plainly evident.

In the centre foreground is the Prince of Wales, holding his 

hat, cane, and catalogue, next to Sir Joshua Reynolds, 

holding his ear-trumpet and pointing out the pictures, 

yet the activities of the crowd hold as much interest. The 

pictures are numbered and can be identified from the 

catalogue, the two largest and most conspicuous are no. 

26 The Assassination of David Riccio [sic] by John Opie, 

R.A. elect (1761-1807) and no. 154, Walworth killing Wat 

Tyler by James Northcote (1746-1831) also R.A. elect, the 

latter resembling a caricature of the grand manner. In the 

foreground dogs frolic, couples canoodle in the crowd, a 

clergyman preaches and a tall and striking young beauty 

is being shown round the paintings by a short and rotund 

elderly gentleman.

Thomas Rowlandson (1756-1827), the great satirist of 

the Georgian era, was awarded a silver medal by the 

Royal Academy in both 1777 and 1779. His drawing 

of The Stare-case (fig. 31) also depicts the goings on 

during private views at the Royal Academy, when it had 

moved from the Old Somerset House to New Somerset 

House in 1779. The stairway was designed by Sir William 

Chambers, R.A. (1723-1796) and led the way to the 

Great Room, where the Royal Academy held its annual 

exhibitions. Although the Academy promoted them as 

easy and convenient, the stairs soon became notorious. 

Dr Johnson thought the ultimate test of fitness was 

reaching the top of the exhibition staircase at Somerset 

House without stopping.83 On account of the tight space 

Chambers had squeezed three continuous flights of stairs 

into a semi-circular space, resulting in a rather precipitous 

staircase, with a particularly steep and narrow final flight. 

Chambers thought the ascent of the staircase 

representative of the ascent of Mount Parnassus, the 

home of the Muses and the seat of the arts, whereas 

Rowlandson portrays it as a chaotic descent to the depths. 
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Figure 33, George Bernard O’Neill (1828-1917), Public Opinion, 1863 
Leeds City Art Gallery 

In Rowlandson’s watercolour the ladies trip and tumble 

headlong down the stairs, their skirts flying, to the horror 

of some onlookers and delight of others. The title of the 

work is a pun on the word stare and stair as Rowlandson 

also emphasises the differing motivations of the visitors 

to the exhibition. There were those who came to see the 

paintings and sculptures and those who came to ogle 

the ladies whose legs and ankles were exposed walking 

up those prominent stairs. He emphasises this sentiment 

by including a statue of a smiling Callipygian Venus, the 

goddess who admires her own beautiful posterior, in 

the niche to the right of the staircase. Contemporary 

newspaper reports echo this noting,84 ‘Exhibitions are 

now the rage and though some may have more merit, yet 

certainly none has so much attraction as that at Somerset 

House; for, besides the exhibition of pictures living and 

inanimate, there is the raree-show of neat ancles [sic] up 

the stair-case which is not less inviting’. By mocking those 

who visited the exhibition and parodying the visions of 

beauty they really went to see, Rowlandson also mocks 

the pretensions of the Academy itself and suggests the 

superior appeal of real bodies as opposed to the idealised 

works of art on view upstairs. A point further underlined 

by the drawing being composed along William Hogarth’s 

famously anti-academic ‘Line of Beauty’. Unsurprisingly 

Rowlandson also executed a view of The Exhibition Room, 

Somerset House for Ackermann’s, Microcosm of London, 

1808-1810, vol I, pl. 2.

George Cruickshank's illustration, A Shilling Well Laid Out, 

Tom and Jerry at the Exhibition of Pictures at the Royal 

Academy, which was published in Pierce Egan’s Life in 

London, July 1821 (fig. 32) illustrates several important 

aspects regarding the public experience of art during 

the Romantic period. Going to the Exhibition was an 

important aesthetic experience, however it was an even 

more important social one. The title of the illustration 
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Figure 34, Henry Jamyn Brooks (1839-1925) 
Private View of the Old Masters Exhibition, Royal Academy, 1888 
© National Portrait Gallery, London

refers to the price of admission, which not only financed 

the Royal Academy, but was also intended to keep the 

lower classes out, as one 18th Century journalist wrote, 

‘to keep out the noxious effluvia of the vulgar herd’. The 

illustration depicts those viewing the exhibition as well-

dressed gentlefolk, the women in elaborate dresses and 

bonnets and all the men in top hats. The accompanying 

text elaborates on the need to be seen at the Exhibition 

rather than to view the paintings. This social motivation 

and its accompanying false connoisseurship are depicted 

clearly in the Cruickshanks' illustration. Several figures in the 

crowd read catalogues, but Tom and Jerry, who both have 

catalogues in hand, are busy chatting to the Misses Trifles. 

Few people are actually viewing the pictures and only one 

figure looks upwards at pictures hanging on the line. 

The text suggests that one way to educate yourself in 

aesthetic sensibilities is, ironically, just by frequenting 

the Exhibition rather than cultivating any knowledge of 

art itself and proposes that in order to achieve this the 

Exhibition should be visited four times. During the initial 

visit, Tom’s instructions are to look at the pictures with 

a ‘mere glance’ and to ‘mark your catalogue with any 

subjects that may have made an impression on your mind 

in your hurry and bustle through the rooms, not only to 

save you time, but that it may be profitably occupied on a 

second visit’85. The third visit serves to further strengthen 

the degree of familiarity with the works, before the fourth 

and final visit bestows the insight required for actual 

criticism, ‘A fourth visit, in all probability, may enable you 

to decide, satisfactorily to yourself, on the merits of those 

subjects which had claimed your attention’.86 Although 

these instructions are intended to show what is needed to 

achieve the informed criticism of a connoisseur, in reality 

it highlights the folly of the pseudo-connoisseur in going 

through the rooms at a rapid pace with very little time 

spent studying the artworks.
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Figure 35, George Henry Greville Manton (1855-1932),  
The Royal Academy Conversazione - The President and Council Receiving the Guests, 1891  
© National Portrait Gallery, London 

As the Royal Academy moved through the 19th Century, 

its exhibitions were just as popular and although Victorian 

mores meant that the behaviour of the audience was 

much more decorous, there was still much for the satirist 

to comment upon. The opening of the Royal Academy 

Summer Exhibition at Burlington House, Piccadilly, London 

on the first Monday in May marked the beginning of ‘the 

Season’ for the elite of Victorian Society. This earmarked 

the beginning of three hectic months of balls, concerts, 

dinner parties, operas, horse riding in Hyde Park, the 

Derby and races at Royal Ascot, Henley Royal Regatta 

and cricket at Lord’s. Young women hoped to get 

engaged before the debutante balls, parties and concerts 

came to an end on 12 August, when fashionable people 

abandoned London and headed north to shoot grouse, 

partridges and pheasants. Failure to attend the Private 

View was a major setback to anyone with ambitions to 

rise high in the fashionable world and even marked one, 

in the judgement of the Fildes family, a social flop.87 The 

Private View Day at the Royal Academy was one of the 

most important days of the year, the Pall Mall Gazette, 

1894 wrote ‘It gives not a few Nobodies an opportunity 

of rubbing shoulders for a brief space with a very 

considerable number of Somebodies.’

This smart and privileged crowd chose, by unofficial 

consensus one work as ‘Picture of the Year’. This new 

phenomenon in popular critical taste was parodied in 

George Bernard’s O’ Neill (1828-1917), Public Opinion, 

1863 (fig. 33). This picture takes its very subject as the 

popular hysteria that accompanied the public viewing of 

certain works. The phenomenon of the rail, placed in front 

of certain pictures to protect them from the crowds was 

an honour awarded first to Wilkie’s, Chelsea Pensioners 

receiving the Gazette announcing the Battle of Waterloo, 

circa 1819 and subsequently to Frith, whose works 

remarkably received this treatment on six occasions 

between 1858 and 1883. Some contemporaries viewed 

the picture as a satire - all other genres of painting being 

ignored by the audience for the sake of a fashionably 

popular narrative work, however The Times criticised the 

artist for vulgarity and an un-readiness to ‘look down upon 

the weakness he is satirising’. 

Just as the behaviour of the visitors to the Private View 

seemed to become less crude and ill-mannered so the 

visual commentary on these occasions seems to have 

mellowed during the second half of the 19th Century. 

Frith’s own satire on the visitors is gentler in tone and 

less barbed. Portraiture and the juxtaposition of groups 
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Figures 36 & 37, Harry Furniss (1854-1925), Academy Antics, 1890. p. 80.

of figures has become the main vehicle for expression 

and the artist’s paramount concern. In this respect The 

Private View very much echoes the zeitgeist which was 

reflected in the popularity of British edition of Vanity Fair 

Magazine (1868-1914) amongst the drawing rooms of 

England. Vanity Fair was subtitled  ‘A Weekly Show of 

Political, Social and Literary Wares’, and aimed to expose 

the contemporary vanities of Victorian society. It included 

articles on fashion, current events, the theatre, books, 

social events and the latest scandals; it is perhaps best 

remembered for its clever caricatures of current celebrities 

from all walks of public life. 

Frith’s picture inspired less humorous and more formal 

depictions of Private Views, notably Henry Jamyn 

Brooks’s (1839-1925), Private View of the Old Masters 

Exhibition, Royal Academy, 1888 (fig. 34, National Portrait 

Gallery), which includes a number of contemporary artists 

including Frith himself and many of the same sitters who 

appeared in The Private View. Brooks specialised in these 

complex group scenes, he painted Queen Victoria, near 

the end of her reign, in a work called Queen Victoria's 

Last Ceremony, in which she was shown receiving Lord 

Roberts and his staff on their return from Africa, and was 

reported in 1902 to be working on a picture of the 

attendees at a first-night of Stephen Phillips' 

play Ulysses at Her Majesty's Theatre, 

London, which was to include some 

300 portraits, including members 

of the Royal Family, nobility, 

politicians, and many other 

members of high society.89

George Henry Greville 

Manton (1855-

1932), executed a 

large watercolour 

The Royal Academy 

Conversazione - The 

President and Council Receiving the Guests, 27 June 

1891, which was published as a double-page engraving 

in the illustrated magazine Black & White (fig. 35). The 

subject being the annual soirée hosted by the Royal 

Academy. It had been the custom to hold an annual dinner 

to mark the birthday of the Sovereign since the foundation 

of the Royal Academy in 1768. In 1851 this was abolished 

in favour of the yearly ‘soirée’, which allowed the 

participation of a greater number of guests, at a lower cost 

to the Academy. The text accompanying the published 

engraving describes an elegant and orderly event, which 

took place on Wednesday 24 June 1891. 

‘A continuous stream of carriages block the way of 
Piccadilly for hours, depositing the occupants at the 
door of Burlington House. Up the broad flower-
lined stairway flocks the cream of London’s fashion 
and beauty – and the Art, Literature and Science, 
the Services and the Law, Connoisseurship and the 
Aristocracy, all are worthily represented in 
this great annual Academy festival … 
the crowded rooms afford plenty of 
amusement in the meeting of 
one’s friends, in listening to 
the fine military band 
in the sculpture 
room, and, 
for many, in 
looking out 
for ‘who’s 
who’, or in the 
refreshment 
room 
downstairs…

At the vestibule the guests are announced by the 
gorgeously-attired porters to the President, who, 
surrounded by his Council, receives them with the 
graciousness and amiable courtesy for which he is 
renowned: with a smile and a handshake for his 
friends, or a dignified bow for those outside his 
immediate circle of acquaintanceship. It is a favourite 
custom of guests who have already passed the President 
to stand behind the banks of flowers and watch 
the charming way in which Sir Frederic Leighton 
discharges his tedious function’. 89
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In contrast to this rather gushing description of the evening 

is one presented by Harry Furniss (1854-1925), cartoonist 

and determined critic of the Royal Academy, who had 

already produced a caricature of Frith’s The Private View 

at the Royal Academy, 1881 for Punch 90, 12 May 1883 (fig. 

11). Furniss, in his parody of the Institution written in 1890, 

reflects that the substitution of the formal dinner was not an 

entirely popular innovation (figs. 36 & 37).

‘At present the President and Council do little for 
their guests. Sir Frederic certainly works hard, 
shaking hands or bowing to the thousands as they 
pass him. Downstairs in the refreshment room, surely 
the hospitality of the Academy will show itself? Their 
season is nearly over, their coffers are flowing over 
with the shillings of the public. Now is the time to 
make some return to the artists who have contributed 
to the success of their Show and to their friends. 
Watch the crowd, as I have, going down, anticipating 
refreshments worthy of their host, the Royal Academy 
of England! And watch them coming up! the victims 
of bitter disappointment … exasperated with the 
niggardly provision made for the guests, hungry and 
affronted… I firmly believe this refreshment antic of 
the Royal Academy does more to injure the reputation 
of that mean society than any starving of Art in the 
eyes of the great British public. Few, indeed of the 
gushing crowds that by hook or by crook struggle 
through the galleries of Burlington House on the night 
of the Soiree…have a clear idea of the object of their 
visit, save one- that they come to be seen. It is the 
‘thing to do, don’t-cher-know’, and at that point their 
interest ceased. To pretend they are doing homage at 
the shrine of Art is humbug, pure and simple.’ 91

Therefore private views at the Royal Academy and the 

foibles of the society that they attracted have proved an 

irresistible source of material for the pens and brushes of 

the cynic and satirist since its inception. Harry Furniss in 

his Academy Antics summed up the private view thus: 

‘Public views, called 'private' where everybody goes, 
To see and be seen by everybody that everybody knows.’ 92 

Despite being labelled by Frith as a ‘self-elected critic 

in matters of taste, whether in dress or art’ and a ‘well-

known apostle of the beautiful’93 Wilde, while advocating 

his aesthetic vision, addressed the shallowness and 

uneducated opinions that accompanied art and 

exhibitions, while at the same time aiming a shot at artists 

such as Frith, whose works were popular with the public 

though derided by the critics, 

‘The public have always, and in every age, been badly 
brought up. They are continually asking Art to be 
popular, to please their want of taste, to flatter their 
absurd vanity, to tell them what they have been told 
before, to show them what they ought to be tired of 
seeing, to amuse them when they feel heavy after 
eating too much, and to distract their thoughts when 
they are wearied of their own stupidity. Now Art 
should never try to be popular. The public should try 
to make itself artistic...’ 94 

Therefore, although Frith’s stated intention was to expose 

the follies of the Aesthetic Movement, in setting his scene 

during a private view of his beloved Royal Academy he 

followed a long tradition of artists colouring their depictions 

of the Royal Academy and its events with shades of satire. 
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15. The Private View - Conclusion
In 2018, Frith's The Private View, 1881, was one 

of the pivotal pictures in the exhibition: The Great 

Spectacle: 250 Years of the Summer Exhibition. Its 

history, since it was first shown to public delight and 

critical approbation, has followed Frith's hopes and 

Punch's prediction that it would have a lasting value. 

As a key work in many major exhibitions, and as an 

essential illustration to histories of its sitters and the 

Aesthetic movement, The Private View is one of Frith's 

greatest achievements. At the age of sixty-three, when 

he was considered conservative and unfashionable, 

he produced a picture of the year, the last of his grand 

scale great paintings. With his popularity on the wane 

he had found a modern life subject that chimed with the 

time and left us a unique record of a particular moment 

in history. Group portraits can be dry paintings, but the 

Aesthetic element, the clever groupings and the carefully 

considered interactions succeeds in making this a lively 

work, evoking the cultural world of the 1880s Victorian 

London like no other picture.   
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