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Preface

It is with a feeling of great pride that I undertake to write this preface to the Guide to the Archives of the Royal Watercolour Society, The Business of Watercolour.

As many purchasers of this book will be aware, the Old Watercolour Society (as it was formerly known) was founded nearly 200 years ago in 1804 by a group of avant-garde artists, disgruntled and disillusioned by the Royal Academy, which favoured oils and historical subjects. The Society held its first exhibition in Brook Street the following year; nearly 12,000 people attended and during its six weeks’ run it practically sold out. These revolutionary young artists painted for the most part en plein air, a very new idea at the time. Corot and his circle were not to start painting out of doors until the 1820s, by which time a school of landscape painters was already flourishing in England.

Our archives telling the story of the Society go back to the very beginning. Among them you will find minute books and correspondence, sales records and legal documents which detail our activities, our agreements and disagreements. It is a fascinating exposition of the life of an artistic society and one of the finest collections of its kind in existence.

The Society was granted the title ‘Royal’ in 1881 by Queen Victoria. Its traditions of excellence still continue to this day at Bankside Gallery where the Members hold two exhibitions of their work annually, in the Spring and the Autumn. The Society strives in every way to further the art of watercolour painting: England is the home of watercolour and the Royal Watercolour Society is the centre for the art. Not only do we exhibit but we teach, encouraging young painters to use this wonderful medium which is so intimate, fresh and direct.

I commend this catalogue not only to scholars but to all who love the past and the art of watercolour painting.

John Doyle MBE, PRWS
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Watercolour: Purpose and Practice

Greg Smith

DOI: 10.4324/9780429426322-1

John Lewis Roget’s History of the ‘Old Water-Colour Society’ (published 1891) is not just noteworthy for the thorough way the author knits together the archival material gathered by the Society’s Secretary, Joseph John Jenkins; as the subtitle proclaims, it is ‘Preceded by an Account of English Water Colour Art and Artists in the 18th Century’, which emphasises the ‘progress … of a truly national art’.1 Roget’s views were widely accepted at the time. In the same year, the Royal Academy itself showed a ‘Collection of Water Colour Drawings Illustrating the Progress of the Art of Water-Colour in England’ and there was a general consensus that the medium was uniquely suited to the depiction of the nation’s scenery and climate. Such arguments can be traced back to the beginning of the century when the first writers on the medium proclaimed the triumph of the English school of watercolourists at a time of war with France. What was then meant by ‘progress’ was more narrowly focused: it concentrated on asserting the claims of a professional élite to have developed watercolour practice from the addition of a few washes of colour to a drawing, known as the’tinted’ or’ stained drawing’, into a prestigious public art which might stand comparison with oil paintings, the’painting in water colours’. A hundred years after Roget’s text, the progressive approach still dominates writing on the medium. Many writers continue to concentrate on establishing a canon of artists responsible for stylistic innovations and the emphasis remains on outlining a national triumph centred on the production of landscapes. The terms of the progress have changed, however. Responding to British artists’ less than glorious role in the development of modern art from its origins in Impressionism, numerous writers have claimed that watercolourists such as Francis Towne and John Sell Cotman were modern artists before their time. The result has been a recasting of the canon of progressive watercolourists, but in a way which leaves the metaphysical notion of progress intact.

A second strand of writing on the medium, which has been termed the’social history of watercolours’, has hitherto failed to produce the much needed fullscale critique of the ‘progress … of a truly national art’ and its disturbing ideological baggage. Beginning in the first quarter of this century, successive generations of amateur historians/collectors have gathered together a mass of material on ‘minor’ watercolourists and practices. This has considerably broadened the field of study, but, in keeping with much writing on the medium, this work has avoided theoretical issues and has remained largely detached from the mainstream of art history, at least as far as it is taught in universities. Moreover, the ‘social history’ has itself been curiously selective, ignoring many utilitarian practices and sticking rigidly to a ‘golden age’ which has rarely been extended beyond the 1880s. Important work has been published on individual practices such as amateur drawing, but an overview of watercolour practices, which is necessary to reinvigorate the social historical approach, is still wanting. Although we are a long way from a fully theorised account of watercolour as a series of differentiated practices, it is nonetheless time that we at least begin to outline how this might be achieved.

The starting point for developing a social historical account of watercolour practices, as well as establishing the basis of a critique of ‘the progress of watercolours’ must be to question the word`watercolour’ itself. The term was not used to designate a type of work on paper using the watercolour medium until the second half of the nineteenth century; before then, terms such as ‘painting in water colours’ and ‘stained’ or ‘tinted drawings’ were used. ‘The watercolour’ as an apparently neutral and self-evident term is, in fact, laden with value judgements; it would be more accurate to define it as covering those works, out of the larger set which employ the watercolour medium, that are deemed worthy of study according to the specific political, professional and economic interests of a writer or institution. The first aim of an expanded social history must be to jettison a highly restrictive category and, instead, develop an approach which can encompass the full range of practices associated with the medium. The task then is to map out the specific and changing character of each practice, to establish the identity of the full range of practitioners, and to locate both within a credible commercial and discursive context. Such an approach does not ignore stylistic issues but places them in a broader context of the work of art as a commodity and a repository of social values. What I propose is an all-inclusive approach to the study of the watercolour medium, which is more strictly historical by virtue of avoiding the sort of contemporary value judgements involved in concentrating on the ‘watercolour’.

An approach which prioritises purpose and function does not entirely dispense with the aesthetic dimension, since clearly many works in watercolours are designed to be visually attractive, and some are even produced and marketed as falling into the category of the innovative. But if this is to be the only criteria of interest in works in the medium then there would be little point in publishing a detailed guide to the Royal Watercolour Society’s archive. From its foundation, the Society of Painters in Water Colours, as it then was, has counted many of the finest watercolourists among its members, but it has always been concerned with promoting sales and only a small proportion of the tens of thousands of works which have been shown have found their way into progressive historical accounts. This is particularly true of artists working in the last hundred years. Those histories which extend into the twentieth century, like the generality of accounts of modern art, concentrate almost exclusively on artists who incidentally use watercolours, rather than those who are self-proclaimed watercolourists. The RWS archive constitutes a major academic resource covering over two hundred years, but it offers its greatest riches to those who are committed to the sort of social historical approach outlined here.
 The following account divides the vast range of watercolour practices into seven categories. Any attempt to order such a mass of material spanning 250 years inevitably imposes its own arbitrary definitions, and clearly there are considerable overlaps between categories, together with an unevenness in the coverage of periods. The study is restricted to the period after 1750, and concentrates on Britain (which effectively means England) and, more specifically, metropolitan production and consumption. Though this is helpful for structural coherence, it also has disadvantages. Nonetheless, there is still something to be said for an approach which develops a broad critique of watercolour studies from a simple, though rarely addressed, question: to what purposes has the watercolour medium been applied?


Watercolour And The Private Domain

In the long history of the use of watercolours, the notion that the medium could be employed to produce works for display on walls, or for sale from public exhibitions, is comparatively recent. The use of watercolours to illuminate manuscripts, colour maps, produce miniature portraits and decorate documents are all characterised by their small scale and suitability for private study. The first tentative steps towards shifting the medium into the public domain were undertaken in the middle decades of the eighteenth century, and these quickened in pace with the foundation of the Royal Academy in 1768. Indeed, by 1795 the RA had set aside the Council Room for the display of works in watercolours, and the first exhibition of the Society of Painters in Water Colours in 1805 was further evidence of the shift from a private to a public medium. This did not end the production of tinted drawings designed for the portfolio or the association of the medium with the library, even though the public visibility of one type of practice undermined the impact of others. Perceptions of the use of watercolours have also been affected by changing patterns of ownership and display: many works designed for a folio or bound volume have subsequently been mounted and framed. In addition to emphasising the continuity of certain watercolour practices which are designed for close handling, it is essential that we also recover and re-emphasise the original purpose and context of the mass of works whose physical presentation has been altered, if we are not to lose sight of the full range of functions the medium has performed, together with the historically specific readings they once evoked.

A brief consideration of the production, presentation and consumption of landscapes in watercolours by John Robert Cozens illustrates some of the issues 1 raised by their original function. The view of The Colosseum from the North is typical of the Italian scenes Cozens produced following his continental tours in 1776-9 and 1782-3. Its small scale (36.1 × 52.8 cm), its original wash mount, and the fact that it is part of a group of similar works, strongly suggest that it was produced for the portfolio, and this is confirmed by its excellent state of preservation. Cozens did not exhibit such works. They were commissioned directly by collectors who knew his work through contacts with other connoisseurs and would have chosen the subjects from Cozens’s outline drawings and sketches. The finished works were the outcome of a private transaction in which the patron played an active role, and the course of the artist’s career was determined by the type of patronage which the new phenomenon of public exhibitions was set to overturn. Cozens’s journeys were undertaken in the company of wealthy patrons; it was the financial guarantee provided by their commissions which made the journeys possible and provided, in the form of sketches, a working capital which could be exploited throughout his career. The most important of Cozens’s early patrons, Richard Payne Knight, commissioned a group of 57 works as a record of his journey through the Alps, while William Beckford owned 94 drawings, mostly derived from the seven sketchbooks filled by the artist on his second trip. Both sets reflect the respective concerns of their patron. In Payne Knight’s case, the drawings depict the sublime landscape of the Alps in pen, ink and wash in a manner which was in keeping with the tastes of a connoisseur of old master drawings, and which eschewed colour and dramatic effect. In contrast, the views made for Beckford are more consciously poetic and deploy a series of appropriate natural effects to accompany landscape scenery and views of antiquities chosen for their literary associations.

The contrasting fates of the two collections is also instructive of their significance as a private practice. The Payne Knight drawings were bequeathed en masse to the British Museum where they remain in their original mounts, while the Beckford scenes were auctioned in 1805.2 The former can still be handled and viewed as a group, while the latter have long since been remounted and framed, with the majority entering public collections where they have usually been hung as framed objects. The ensuing gains, in terms of public accessibility, come at a considerable cost. Firstly, since the meaning of the individual work was established in relation to the series as a whole, it loses its function as a variation on a theme or as an equivalent to a stage in the artist / patron’s journey. Secondly, framing the work denies its purpose as something to be physically handled. What is at issue here is not just an impoverishment of meaning, but a shift in the object—viewer relationship that leaves the gallery visitor disadvantaged compared with the original owner, who was free to tilt the drawing to catch the light in a way that can transform the optical effect of the work. The problem of access is exacerbated by the propensity of works in the medium to fading. As early as the 1820s sufficient works intended for the portfolio had been exhibited at high light levels, and for sufficient time, to inspire the first of a number of debates over the dangers of display. Even a staunch supporter of the medium, William Henry Pyne, admitted that the landscape painter ‘must be content to study for the port-folio’.3 In practice, the use of more stable pigments, often combined with bodycolour, produced a more reliable commodity but restrictions have always been a necessary condition of display. Efforts to counter deterioration have included limiting light levels and the length of exposure, all of which have set works in watercolours apart within the museum environment and replicate the inequality of access implicit in the original function of the work.

The association of works in watercolours with the library has, however, been preserved to a certain extent, as a result of the way in which drawings have always been bound with, or mounted in, books. Some of these were assembled by publishers who exploited the market for fine illustrated volumes. Rudolph Ackermann, for instance, produced a particularly sumptuous two-volume version of his History of the Abbey Church of St. Peter’s Westminster (1812) which contained the original works by artists such as Augustus Pugin and Frederick Mackenzie and the text in a Gothic-style binding designed by John Buonnarotti Papworth.4 More significant, however, was the fashionable occupation of producing extra-illustrated books which raged in the decades around 1800. The incorporation of prints and drawings within published texts to form an often extravagant visual commentary has come to be known as grangerising, after the origin of the practice in adding portrait prints to James Granger’s Biographical History of England; though it also quickly spread to topographical publications as well. One of the most spectacular examples is a 14-volume version of Thomas Pennant’s Some Account of London (text published 1793), which was assembled by John Charles Crowle and bequeathed to the British Museum in 1811. Crowle ranged wide in his search for appropriate images, and among the 3,347 drawings and prints he collected are to be found two views by Thomas Girtin of the Leathersellers’ Hall. These were acquired from the artist’s posthumous sale in 1803 for the generous price of £5 10s, though they were hardly prized for their artistic content; even in this most luxurious example one of the drawings is folded to fit the format of the volume.

Other collectors were more selective in their approach, commissioning artists to produce illustrations for particularly prized texts. The Rev. Joseph Thomas, for instance, illustrated his copy of Shakespeare’s Second Folio (1801-9) with works by William Hamilton, Robert Ker Porter and six from William Blake. In the area of topographical studies the most active and assiduous collator of text and illustrations was Thomas Pennant. During the course of his widespread travels in Britain in the last quarter of the eighteenth century he was accompanied by Moses Griffith, who executed many thousands of drawings under his direction, both for engraving as illustrations to Pennant’s own literary works and for incorporation within existent texts. The latter includes an expanded version of his Tour in Wales (published 1770) which incorporates over four hundred drawings by Griffith and other artists, including full-page illustrations, marginal drawings and vignettes for chapter headings. The relationship between Pennant and Griffith is particularly interesting since it is clear that he was primarily considered as a ‘faithful servant’ who was also an ‘able artist’.5 An advertisement in which Griffith quoted his fee for drawings produced for extra-illustrated volumes (six shillings for a ‘Landscape … For the Margin of a Book’) was tellingly labelled ‘By Permission from his Master’.6 Turner may have experienced very different circumstances when he came to execute illustrations for Walter Fawkes’s private volumes of ornithology and history in the 18ios and 1820s, but there is no doubt that, in general, such work went against the prevailing trend towards the independence of the artist and was therefore an unwelcome reminder of an older pattern of patronage which left the watercolourist in a dependent and humiliating social position.7

There is evidence that women often undertook the grangerising of volumes, and this no doubt contributed to a significant shift in the gendering of the library space itself. As William Henry Pyne noted in 1812, the ‘uncivilised custom is fast decreasing, which banished the ladies’ from the library.8 This trend was given a further impetus by the fashion for assembling albums of works by prominent watercolourists; the collection of small scale sketches was thought to be a particularly suitably feminine version of the traditionally male concern with art collecting as a signifier of taste. The most spectacular example was assembled between 1826-8 by Sophia Charlotte Haldimand. She commissioned a leading member of the SPWC, George Fennel Robson, to acquire a representative collection of the works of the best watercolourists of the day, including examples in all the main genres. Each of the hundred works (in three volumes) measures c. 17.5 × 25.5 cm and they were uniformly bound with artists’ names inscribed on the mounts. The volumes have unfortunately suffered an all-too common fate: they were split up, remounted and sold as individually framed objects in order to maximise profits.

The demands of the market, combined with the changing relationship between the watercolourist and patron, and the shift from the library to the museum as the arena for encountering works in watercolours, all contrived to undermine the association of the medium with the private domain. Nonetheless, this was counterbalanced, at least to some degree, by a continuing tradition of integrating image and text both in the production of personal journals and in a very specialised area of the book market. William Blake, for instance, sought in both his artistic work and his theoretical writing to return the watercolour medium to its medieval origins in the book and to unite word and image. The 9 Title-Page of ‘Jerusalem’ (1804-27), not only makes the words part of the design, but marks the culmination of technical experiments to return the printed word to the same autographic status as the image.9 The result is a unified whole in which neither the image nor the text are treated as a supplement to each other. Even Blake’s independent works in watercolour, especially the illustrations to Milton’s works and to the Bible, which he made for Thomas Butts, display a number of book conventions: they were conceived as a series, fit into an upright format and are inscribed with a reference to the text they illustrate. The Milton pictures were accompanied by a separate piece of paper which included title, text and a commentary, and there is no evidence that they were ever intended to be framed.

The profound link between watercolour practice and book production which characterises Blake’s work was part of a broader trend to revive ancient practices. Medieval illuminated manuscripts, in particular, exerted a great influence in the nineteenth century. The mid-Victorian Gothic revival led to efforts by Henry Noel Humphreys and others to create religious texts in the form of illuminated books, while the self-consciously archaic imagery of heraldry has continued to be used to decorate official addresses and documents. More significantly, William Morris looked back to medieval manuscripts and Renaissance writing manuals to produce a series of handwritten and illuminated texts which created an important model for the reintegration of craft and art skills. Together with Blake’s example, this approach remains influential. Private individuals continue to produce illustrated journals, and the craft skills of calligraphy, book-making and binding have been developed with a new vigour in combination with the use of watercolours. New thinking on the relationship between illustrations in watercolours and the written text has also inspired artists in the present century. The writer and artist David Jones, for instance, produced elaborate written inscriptions in watercolours as independent works of art, while other artists have been inspired by non-western traditions of calligraphy in which writing is itself an art form. Tom Phillips has taken the trend a stage further. His Humument (published 1971-6) has created an elaborate mixed art of text and illustration; taking a page of a book as his starting point, the artist overpaints an illustration while, at the same time, revealing a new ‘found’ text which offers an often pungent commentary on the illustration. Just as social changes seem to have conspired against the association of the watercolour medium with the private, it has re-emerged in other forms.


Utilitarian Practices

The professional interests of watercolourists, combined with the preoccupation with aesthetics as the sole ground for scholarly study, has obscured the full significance of utilitarian practices in watercolours. From their earliest days, the exhibition societies excluded categories of works which might diminish the status of practitioners, including, at one stage or another, flower drawings, copies, ‘Portraits of Gentlemen’s Houses, Horses etc.’ and architectural drawings.10 Likewise, contemporary museum practice has tended to categorise large areas of watercolour production as utilitarian and therefore of documentary interest only. The policy of excluding certain types of practice has been reinforced by even the most inclusive studies of the medium which normally omit architectural drawings, maps and surveys, copies, and designs and patterns for any number of commodities from ceramics to printed textiles and wallpapers. Such an exclusive policy not only precludes discussion of fascinating practices — some of which have an incidental aesthetic interest — but it also masks the fact that watercolour, unlike oil, does not in itself signify the ‘artistic’, and that the demarcation between artist and artisan has always been a fluid one. In practice, watercolourists have been forced by economic pressures to engage in artisanal practices, and, conversely, many lower status practitioners have sought to improve their standing by appropriating ‘artistic’ trappings. The resultant confusions, combined with the vast range of utilitarian practices, makes the subject a difficult one to summarise; nonetheless, they constitute an essential and fascinating element of the broader picture of the use of watercolours.

It is important to establish at the outset that the position of a practice within a production chain can define it as utilitarian without reference to formal characteristics. This is particularly true of architectural perspectives which, though they are often highly attractive images and have enjoyed a high public profile, are rarely considered in watercolour studies. The genre had its origins in the eighteenth century in the indeterminate boundaries which then existed between artist and architect. The Academy’s first Professor of Architecture, Thomas Sandby, who was himself a surveyor, topographical artist and architect, encouraged students to sketch after’real Buildings … in the manner of Landskip Painters’ with a due attention to’ the natural effect of light & shade’; and he promoted the use of the ‘perspective view’ since, unlike the elevation or plan, it is capable of showing the ‘Picturesque’ parts of a building to good ‘advantage’.11 Architects such as John Yenn and Joseph Bonomi led the way with attractive perspectives of exteriors and interiors, with the former, in particular, employing conventions derived from contemporary watercolour practice. The growing importance of the Academy’s exhibitions as a showcase for both the budding architect and the established practitioner, combined with a new ‘picturesque’ attitude towards the design process, created the circumstances in which the visualisation of architectural projects was to become an important area for watercolour practice well into the twentieth century.

There is no question, however, of even the most attractive perspectives being accorded a high status. For John Soane, the acquirement of basic drawing skills may have been an important part of architectural training, but thereafter it was something which could be bought or hired. He was thus in broad agreement with the hard-headed attitude of Robert Adam, who had argued that the employment of an artist signified that an architect had the money to command another’s labour and that it gave him the ‘time to think, and … to [produce] sketches of taste and imagination’.12 In practice, this often meant that a watercolourist was commissioned to add a basic landscape background to an outline drawing made in the architect’s office. It is symptomatic of the watercolourist’s inferior position that when Turner was commissioned by James Wyatt to produce a perspective of Fonthill Abbey (RA 1798, Yale Center for British Art, New Haven) the work was reviewed solely as a building project, shown away from the artist’s other exhibits, and was listed under the architect’s name. As Robert Adam had noted, it is ‘the form for the Archt. who publishes a work to put his name as the drawer … these being things understood’.13 This was equally true of the work of Joseph Michael Gandy who, like many other struggling architects, turned to architectural drawings to supplement his income. The perspectives he produced for Soane from 1798 onwards may have set new standards for presentation and drama, with the architect allowing his draughtsman unparalleled freedom to interpret his designs, but they continued to be exhibited under Soane’s name and were reviewed for their architectural content. The one exception, A Selection of Buildings, Public and Private, Erected from the Designs of J. Soane 2 Esq, R.A. (RA 1818), was presumably conceived as an illustration of the artist at work, surrounded by many of the drawings he had made for Soane. The advent of high profile competitions for public buildings such as the Royal Courts of Justice in 1866 may have continued to encourage the production of powerful and imaginative images from specialised practitioners, but the realisation of another person’s project offered the practitioner no status and little financial reward.

The majority of architectural drawings are utilitarian in a second sense of being the product of mechanical processes; this is even more the case with the advent of computer-aided design (CAD). The use of the rule, compasses, together with aids such as the camera obscura and processes such as tracing and offset transfer, all of which centre on the production of an unambiguous linear framework, have always signified the utilitarian. These processes have been incorporated into a number of areas traditionally associated with the use of watercolours, in which the recording of information, expressed through a set of unambiguous conventions, can be made more attractive without compromising the primary function. Perhaps the most interesting of these is surveying and map-making. Although it has come to be seen as the very antithesis of landscape art, as with architectural drawings, map-making originally shared much in common with topographical drawing. Right up until the early nineteenth century and, specifically, the introduction of contours in maps, artistic skills were required to depict relief; this meant that surveyors were trained to sketch landscape features and artists were employed in the production of maps. The most intriguing example of this practice is provided by Paul Sandby who, as a young man, was employed as part of the military survey of Scotland from 1747 to 1753. He was responsible for sketching relief in the field, colouring the fair copy of the map which was produced during the winter months, and he was later involved 12 in the reduction of the map. The Plan and Views of Dumbarton Castle (c. 1750) illustrates the interdependence of the conventions used in map-making and topography. The plan, in particular, is a curious hybrid, mixing a bird’s-eye view and a perspective. It shows the use of painterly brush strokes to convey the direction of the slopes and a gradation of tones to indicate their steepness. The impact of pictorial values on the mapping process also made itself felt 50 years later when the National Survey undertaken by the Board of Ordnance came to another area of mountainous scenery, North Wales, and one which had been, in the mean-time, extensively depicted by topographers. The chief draughtsman, Robert Dawson, employed a highly personal system of conveying relief as if it was illuminated by the fall of an oblique light; it belied the notion of a map as a systematic record of fact and evoked a sublime quality found in artistic depictions of the area. Dawson’s skills were exceptional, however, and the same period began to see the final divergence of the realms of art and surveying which has resulted in the modern primarily conventional map.

Map-making is not the only area which has seen attempts to redefine its links with the artistic realm and insist on a greater simplicity in the interests of accuracy. This is also true of the professional discipline of archaeology as it emerged in the nineteenth century from the older tradition of antiquarianism. During the eighteenth century many antiquarians had employed professional watercolourists, either to realise their own sketches, or to record views, and this, together with the fact that topographical drawing itself encompassed the portrayal of antiquities in the form of Gothic churches and ancient ruins, blurred the distinction between the artistic and artisanal domains. One of the earliest manifestations of the reaction against pictorial values was provided by Charles Alfred Stothard, who recorded numerous monuments in the early nineteenth century; he produced simple outline drawings with flat washes of the object’s local colour, and he made extensive use of the camera obscura and of careful measuring to ensure their accuracy. Together with artists such as William Capon and John Carter, Stothard believed that the first duty of the man of learning was to seek to preserve a monument as an image, feeling that in doing so they were only one step ahead of ‘improvers’ and demolishers. The use of a rigorous drawing style, devoid of pictorial affectations, continues to be employed by field archaeologists even after the advent of photography. As in many areas of study, the drawing is thought to offer a more flexible record of the expert’s informed response.

The link between utilitarian and mechanical practices encompasses the widespread use of watercolours in the production of copies for numerous purposes, ranging from the copying of oil paintings, as a preliminary to the production of prints, to the creation of models for tuition. Perhaps the most sustained campaign of copying was promoted by John Ruskin, who employed a large number of watercolourists — amateur and professional — to produce copies of admired works of art for the benefit of students. William Ward’s copies of Turner’s watercolours, in particular, are miracles of self-effacement. Ruskin was also concerned about threats to the survival of works of art, and copies such as that of Carpaccio’s fresco of St. Ursula and the Two Maids by Charles Fairfax Murray (1887, Ruskin Gallery, Sheffield) were partly conceived as a way of preserving works at risk. This too was the impetus behind the commissions given to 13 John Wharlton Bunney such as The Palazzo Manzoni on the Grand Canal, Venice (1871), in which pictorial values are regarded as secondary to a fidelity to the exact appearance of architectural details and building materials. Ruskin demanded that the subject was shown’wholly unmodified by the artist’s execution, and he carefully chose artists with no great pretensions.14 The use of copies in museums and in art colleges was soon eclipsed, however; the rise of colour photography and shifts in museum practice in the early decades of the twentieth century has meant that one of the prime functions of the medium has been lost.

There is another category of utilitarian practice which is particularly associated with the use of watercolours: the creation of patterns and models for the production of various commodities. The use of simple washes of colour on paper, together with a prominent line, has until recently remained the simplest and most convenient way to record and disseminate information in collaborative processes. The silk designs produced by Anna Maria Garthwaite in the 1740s and the 1750s show a single repeat in watercolours and pen and ink; they differ little from the drawings made at the Omega Workshops in the early twentieth century. Such designs have a commercial value irrespective of any aesthetic qualities and they constitute a form of capital which is usually protected by legal sanction such as copyright. As a result, pattern designs have often been carefully preserved; this continues to benefit companies — and, indeed, museums — who have generated a considerable income from reprints of wallpapers and textiles in particular. In practice, the information needed to produce a pattern can be quite basic. Walter Crane, for instance, produced very sketchy designs which depended on the interpretational skills of the craftsmen employed to paint patterns on porcelain or to cut the wood blocks used to produce hand-printed paper. In contrast, William Morris’s relationship with the manufacturers and the craftsmen who produced his wallpaper and textile designs emphasised the designer’s role; he produced carefully detailed designs which reflected a determination to retain a close control over every stage of production. The extra level of finish, combined with the designer’s fame, has meant that many of Morris’s designs have suffered the ironic fate of being widely reproduced as if they are pictures in their own right. Despite the value accorded to the drawings of the most famous designers, the introduction of computer technology, just as with photography in the middle of the nineteenth century, threatens the role of drawing in the design process. It may well be that some designers, like their counterparts in architecture, will employ a traditional approach as an ideological statement, but the storage capability and the ease with which colour and form can be manipulated threaten the future of the role of the medium in the design process.


The ‘Painting in Water Colours’

The use of watercolours to produce highly finished framed works which could make an impact in public exhibitions, and subsequently be employed as part of a domestic decorative scheme, was well established before the founding of the Society of Painters in Water Colours in 1804. Paul Sandby, one of the original members of the Royal Academy, developed in the 1760s a large format landscape in gouache and watercolour which could compete in the exhibition space with works in oils. Likewise, Richard Westall, who worked both in oils and watercolours, employed a highly finished and richly coloured style from the late 1780s in his historical scenes. Exhibition catalogues may only have sporadically recorded that a work was a ‘painting in water colours’, but the term was certainly current by the 1780s.15 For example, Joseph Holden Pott claimed in his Essay on Landscape Painting (1782) that Alexander Cozens had adopted a style which ‘resemble[s] painting’ in that ‘the effect is not produced from outlines filled up, but is washed into light, shade, and keeping, by a more artful process’; while a few years later The Artist’s Repository included a section of instruction on the new practice.16 Moreover, the first references in critical discourse to a work in watercolours equalling or surpassing the effect of a painting in oils occurred as early as 1794 in reference to Westall’s historical scenes.17

It is important to stress this point since not only is it clear that the foundation of the Society was directed to satisfying an existing demand for framed work, but also because the Society itself, and its early supporters, overstressed the landscape artists’ role in the development of the ‘new art’ of ‘painting in water colours’. Writers such as Pyne patterned their account of watercolour practice on existing progressive histories of the arts which stressed that painting originated in a linear style and moved inexorably towards a perfection in colour. The progress from the ‘stained drawing’ began, it was claimed, with Sandby’s efforts to perfect the ‘laying of even transparent water colours upon paper of large dimensions’, and was continued by Thomas Hearne who rejected the use of out-line and underpainting in ink to depict shadows.18 Further developments were attributed to John Robert Cozens and John ‘Warwick’ Smith; the progress, it was stressed, was completed by Turner and Thomas Girtin. It was the latter who was said to be the first to prepare ‘his drawings on the same principle … hitherto … confined to painting in oil, namely, laying in the object … with the local colour, and shading the same with the individual tint of its own shadow’.19 Few of these details stand up to close scrutiny, however. Not only was Girtin’s ‘innovation’ common practice in the 1780s, but the progressive emphasis on the disinterested research into the formal qualities of the medium denied the primary function of the work as a commodity within a highly competitive market. Nonetheless, the progressive chain of artistic innovation and the paradigm of watercolours equalling oils provided an important measure of professional status and achievement which was to remain valid throughout the nineteenth century.

Any re-examination of the ‘painting in water colours’ must begin with history painting, since it was here that watercolourists first sought for, and were granted, recognition for challenging the hegemony of oils. Beginning in the late 1780s, Richard Westall produced a series of large scale figurative compositions derived from British and ancient history which attracted an unprecedented level of critical attention. Even though there were dissenting voices, works such 11 as Queen Judith Reciting to Alfred the Great, when a Child, the Songs of the Bards, Describing the Heroic Deeds of his Ancestors (RA 1800) were regarded as evidence of Westall’s role as the ‘Founder of a particular School’.20 The scale, richness of colour, and the ambition to promote watercolour as a medium for serious moral subjects all attracted favourable criticism. At a time of war and counter-revolution, such patriotic subjects reinforced the ambitions of the medium to play an important role in forwarding the claims of the English School. However, despite the critical success of such works, and the prints that were made after them, the market for historical works in watercolours was to prove short lived. The financial collapse of publishers such as Josiah Boydell in 1803, who had promoted history painting in both media, reflects a general downturn in the market; this, in turn, undermined the efforts of Stephen Rigaud and Samuel Shelley to promote historical subjects in the Society’s earliest exhibitions. Within a few years the shows had become almost exclusively dedicated to landscape, and watercolourists abandoned efforts to raise the status of their medium on the basis of the academic hierarchy of genres.

Efforts to promote historical scenes in watercolours nevertheless provided an influential example of how the appropriation of features associated with oils might enhance the status of works. J.M.W. Turner, in particular, was quick to appreciate the possibility of improving the status of architectural and topographical 3 scenes as the well-received example of The Transept of Ewenny Priory (RA 1797) demonstrates. The St. James’s Chronicle claimed it as ‘equal to the best pictures of Rembrandt’, and as ‘in point of colour & effect … one of the grandest drawings we have ever seen, recognising its source in Rembrandt’s Holy Family Resting on the Flight into Egypt in Richard Colt Hoare’s collection at Stourhead. Turner reinforced the link with oil paintings by encouraging his works to be close mounted in rich gold frames, while the paper support was often stretched like a canvas. The Society’s early exhibitions also contained many examples of works based on existing prestigious models in oils: William Havell and John Varley, for instance, looked to artists as various as Gaspar Poussin and Titian. Moreover, as the Microcosm view of the Society’s 1808 exhibition shows, it patterned 10 its display on the hang of oils in the Academy’s Great Room. Works produced and exhibited in this manner were not only designed to catch public attention, but were eminently suited to creating a fine effect when displayed en masse in the domestic setting. A view of Walter Fawkes’s home in Grosvenor Place in 1819 shows how Turner’s works complimented the furnishings of a typical Regency interior, while a later view of the Library of Benjamin Windus by John Scarlett Davis (1835, British Museum) shows a collection of Turner’s framed watercolours at home in a more ornate and richly decorated early Victorian setting. The country gentleman’s town house and the library of a newly wealthy man of trade were equally suitable for the display of a new commodity and were beneficial both to the watercolourists’ professional aspirations and their income.

The development of the ‘painting in water colours’ was also promoted by a stylistic feature not covered in the earliest progressivist texts: the use of body-colour. Artists such as William Henry Hunt and John Frederick Lewis used it in order to increase the fineness of details, to create more forceful contrasts and to give a greater solidity to their still-lives and rural scenes. Lewis’s A Frank 19 Encampment in the Desert of Mt. Sinai (OWCS 1856) was singled out by John Ruskin as the epitome of a virtuous attention to detail:’any four square inches of it contain as much as an ordinary watercolour drawing’, he claimed.21 Such works also set the example for a later generation of watercolourists like George Price Boyce and William Brett who were influenced by Pre-Raphaelite principles and whose works displayed the same attention to detail and the effect of direct sunlight as contemporary oil painters. Ruskin’s influence on watercolour practice was also felt in the area of subject compositions, which saw a revival in the 1860s and 1870s in the form of a highly romantic response to medieval and classical stories. Edward Burne-Jones even became a member of the RWS, where 30 he showed large figure groups such as Phyllis and Demophoön (RWS 1870), which marked a return to the historical ambitions of earlier watercolourists. Both the subject and the handling constituted a startling break from the conservative landscapes which dominated the Society’s exhibitions. However, while such works were welcomed at the Dudley Gallery which, from 1865, offered another altern-ative space for watercolourists excluded from the main exhibition spaces, the Old Water Colour Society, as it was by then known, found male nudity and the watercolour medium to be incompatible. The artist resigned from the Society in protest at suggestions that he should add drapery over the offending area.

The complex divisions and subdivisions of genres in the oil medium provided an important model for an increasing specialisation within the watercolour domain. In the first decade of the century, Frederick Nash looked to Dutch painting for inspiration for his monumental church interiors, while the figure painter, Thomas Heaphy, merged seventeenth-century approaches to genre with an up-to-date concern with narrative derived from the example of David Wilkie in oils. Work by Heaphy, such as The Fish Market (SPWC 1809, private collection), fetched unprecedented sums (400 guineas), which reflected both their status as a fashionable commodity and a labour-intensive level of finish which was deemed to equal the most detailed oil painting. The increasing specialisation of practices and the development of new commodities was also linked to an expanding market. The proliferation of exhibition spaces, which saw hundreds of professional watercolourists competing against each other, encouraged practitioners to develop easily recognisable styles and to concentrate on producing innovative subject types with which they could become associated. William Henry Hunt, for instance, became known as ‘Birds Nest’ Hunt after the numerous highly detailed still lives he produced which featured a nest and eggs. Other examples of new subject areas associated with individual 32 artists included the woodland scenes of Edmund George Warren dating from the late 1850s and 1860s and the cottage gardens of Helen Allingham from the 1880s. Certainly, it is difficult to think of a subject specialism which, by the end of the nineteenth century, had not been produced in watercolours.

There is a danger, however, in singling out the ‘painting in water colours’ for special treatment, even though it did attract a disproportionate amount of attention throughout the nineteenth century, since by no means all the exhibited works in watercolours could be described as being fully worked-up paintings. The market could never support a large proportion of expensive works, nor could artists produce large numbers of such pictures, which required a considerable and risky investment of labour. In practice, artists such as John Varley and Copley Fielding took advantage of the ease with which simple effects and compositions could be produced in bulk in watercolours to concentrate on manufacturing large numbers of lower priced pictures. At various times attempts were made to ensure that artists improved the quality of their exhibits, with the Society introducing a minimum value of exhibits in 1812 and prohibiting the inclusion of unfinished works in 1823.22 The watercolour exhibition societies had, however, to accept that with artists showing 50 or more works year after year within the same restricted range of scenes, there was bound to be criticism. As The Art Journal noted in 1865, watercolourists have ‘gone to Birmingham and Manchester and have learnt from manufacturers and political economists how to suit the market, and make the supply equal the demand’.23 Quite aside from positive readings for a sketchier or less finished approach, to which we shall return, market forces meant that the ‘painting in water colours’, as a subset of works in the medium, formed an untypical, albeit highly conspicuous, commodity. The problem, as Lewis saw it, was that a highly finished style may attract a lot of attention and praise, but’I have found my particular work of art in water colour to be so laborious & unremunerative’; writing to Jenkins in 1858 he noted that he ‘found it imperative to pursue’ his art ‘in another & more lucrative material’.24
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1 John Robert Cozens, The Colosseum from the North (1780), pencil and watercolour, 36.1 × 52.8 cm, National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh. The original wash mount was conceived as an integral part of the composition and its presence, plus the unfaded condition of the work, suggest that it has been stored, as originally intended, in a portfolio.
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2 Joseph Michael Gandy, A Selection of Building, Public and Private, Erected from the Designs of I. Soane, Esq, R. A. (1818), watercolour and pen and ink, 72.5 × 129.5 cm, Sir John Soane’s Museum, London. The draughtsman at work at the desk in the bottom right is presumably Gandy himself, surrounded by models of Soane’s work and the spectacular framed drawings which he produced for his patron.
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3 Joseph Mallord William Turner RA, The Transept of Ewenny Priory (1797), pencil and watercolour, 40 x 55.8 cm, National Gallery of Wales, Cardiff. The ambitious young Turner looked to match in watercolours the work of Rembrandt and the architectural views of Piranesi.
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4 Hercules Brabazon Brabazon, The Pink Palace (c. 1892), gouache, 24.1 × 34.9 cm, Tate Gallery, London. Despite Brabazon’s reticence about showing his work, he was welcomed as a key figure in the rise of Modernism, offering a link between Turner and French Impressionism.
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5 Joseph Mallord William Turner RA, Upnor Castle, Kent (c. 1831-2), watercolour and bodycolour, 29.7 × 45.1 cm, The Whitworth Art Gallery, The University of Manchester. The majority of Turner’s finished watercolours were produced for reproduction as engravings or mezzotints. Apart from their smaller size, however, he made few concessions to the reproductive process.
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6 James B. Allen, after Joseph Mallord William Turner, Upnor Castle, Kent, from Picturesque Views in England and Wales (1832), engraving, 15.6 × 22.8 cm, The Whitworth Art Gallery, The University of Manchester. The’translation', as Turner termed it, of a work in watercolours into the conventions of black and white engraving required highly specialised skills.
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7 Paul Nash, Stone Forest (1937), pencil, chalk and watercolour, 58.7 × 40 cm, The Whitworth Art Gallery, The University of Manchester. Nash’s interest in Surrealism meant that his views of the English countryside developed a distinctive character.
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8 Andy Goldsworthy, Source of Scaur, Snowball. Elderberries (1991–2), snow and elderberry, 220 × 114 cm, private collection. The use of melting snow to disperse mineral or vegetable pigments on paper shows how artistic ingenuity continues to expand the range of the watercolour medium.
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9 William Blake, Title-Page of ‘Jerusalem, The Emanation of the Great Albion’. Copy E (1804-27), relief etching with pen, watercolour and gold, 22 × 16 cm, Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection. Blake developed a unity of text and illustration which recalled the origin of watercolour practice in the illuminated book.
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10 Joseph Stadler, after Augustus Pugin ows and Thomas Rowlandson, Exhibition of the Society of Painters in Water Colours, from The Microcosm of London (1808), hand-coloured aquatint, 20 × 26 cm, British Museum, London. The print shows some of the ways in which the new exhibition society sought to emulate the impact made by oil paintings in the Academy’s Great Room.
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11 Richard Westall RA, Queen Judith Reciting to Alfred the Great, when a Child, the Songs of the Bards, Describing the Heroic Deeds of his Ancestors (1799), watercolour, 62.4 × 49.7 cm, British Museum, London. Westall pioneered large scale historical works in watercolours which prompted the first comparisons with oils and achieved enormous success.
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12 Paul Sandby ARA, Plan and Views of Dumbarton Castle (c.1750), pencil and pen and ink, 70.8 × 49.9 cm, National Library of Scotland, The links between surveying and topographical drawing are well illustrated in this work which was executed during the time Sandby was employed in the military survey of Scotland.
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13 John Wharlton Burney, The Palazzo Manzoni on the Grand Canal, Venice (1871), watercolour, 69.5 x 83.8 cm, The Ruskin Gallery, Sheffield. The artist was employed to provide an accurate record of the building at a time when the fabric of Venice was thought to be under threat.
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14 Andrew Robertson, Joseph Gwilt (1810), watercolour on ivory, 16 × 13 cm, National Portrait Gallery, London. Robertson introduced a new scale and level of detail in his efforts to raise the status of miniaturists.
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15 Henry Edridge ARA, Master and Miss Paulet (1801), pencil and watercolour, 32.5 × 24.1 cm, Cecil Higgins Art Gallery, Bedford. Edridge’s portrait drawings combined the use of pencil and watercolour to create a popular new hybrid genre.
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16 Amelia Long, View of St. Paul’s from the Thames (c.1810), watercolour, 17 × 44 cm, National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh. Long was one of the most prominent amateurs in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. This work illustrates the influence of Girtin’s teaching.
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17 Thomas Girtin, Snowdon (c.1800) watercolour, 14.6 × 21.7 cm, The Whitworth Art Gallery, The University of Manchester. Girtin found a ready market for this type of watercolour sketch.
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18 William Simpson, A Hot Night in the Batteries, from The Seat of War in the East (part 1, 1855), hand-coloured lithograph, 27.6 × 44.4 cm, British Library, London. Simpson has been described as the first war artist; his works were reproduced as large hand-coloured lithographs and they attracted extensive sales.
There is no doubt that Lewis was not the only watercolourist who switched to oils for financial reasons, but for others the closing of the gap between the two media offered more positive opportunities. From the middle of the century, therefore, we find artists such as Ford Madox Brown painting the first version of a composition such as Romeo and Juliet (1867, Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester) in watercolours and then producing subsequent copies in oils. The narrowing of the technical gap between media was also matched in the last quarter of the century by a greater accommodation between institutions. In practice, this was a prelude to the gradual eclipse of the ‘painting in water colours’. This stemmed from changes in styles of interior decoration and a renewed emphasis on the play of transparent wash on an active ground of white paper which reflected the changing status of the sketch discussed below. In the twentieth century, artists such as Edward Burra may have used techniques such as multiple washing to create a richness and solidity in his figurative subjects, but the confluence of factors which underpinned the ‘painting in water colours’ has not been repeated. Moreover, the achievement of watercolourists in equalling closely detailed oil paintings has lost its role as a signifier of professional ambition, not least since works in oils have themselves come to be prized for qualities associated with the sketch in watercolours.


Portraits: Miniatures And Drawings

Confining a study of watercolour practices to the period from 1750 to the present day inevitably distorts the coverage of some areas, and this is particularly true of portrait miniatures. Not only had the practice had a continuous and distinguished history from the beginning of the sixteenth century, but, as a result of the advent of photography, we find that, apart from self-consciously archaic survivals and revivals, the mainstream of production was at an end by the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The unusual timespan covered by the English School of portrait miniatures has undoubtedly contributed to the tendency to consider it separately from other uses of the watercolour medium, as has the miniaturists’ determined assertion of their independence and separate identity and their unique position within the art market. The tradition of regarding miniatures in isolation, however, is misleading, and, if we can put aside scruples about truncating the period of study, the reintegration of the genre into the broader context of watercolour practice has many rewards.

Consideration of the short history of miniatures in relation to other watercolour practices reveals a complex series of mutual influences and, in particular, a confusion of identity which belies the image of a clearly defined professional group. This is certainly the conclusion to be derived from an examination of the negotiations over status that took place within the Academy in its first 50 years. Miniaturists were prominent among early Academicians, and their work was hung in large numbers in the Great Room at Somerset House. This, not surprisingly, caused friction with watercolourists whose exhibits were shown in the lower rooms, and who were designated as ‘draughtsmen’ and thus ineligible for membership. As William Marshall Craig complained, it was manifestly unfair that there was a ‘general custom to call every thing drawing that is performed on paper … though the same persons … scruple not to apply the word painting to the very same process when exercised on ivory’.25 The point is that since the Academy had accepted miniatures as ‘paintings in water colours’ it might be more accurate to suggest that the aspirations of the founder members of the SPWC were as much directed to seeking the recognition accorded to an existing group of watercolour practitioners than as a challenge to the status of oil painters. When the RA finally revoked its law prescribing draughtsmen in 1810 it was effectively recognising the common sense view that there is no technical distinction between the use of watercolours on a small scale on ivory and on a large scale on paper.

All of this suggests a different perspective on the so-called progressive development of the ‘painting in water colours’, since it is possible to argue that the adoption by watercolourists of smooth wove papers which allowed for greater detail, the multiple washing of colours, and the abandonment of an out-line and a monochrome underpainting, merely picked up on practices associated with miniature painting.
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