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Heir To The Old Masters By Chadwick Hagan
The artist is supposed to have ascended the celestial regions, to furnish his mind with this perfect idea of beauty. - Sir Johsua Reynolds, Discourse III
Last year marked the 300th birthday of the British portrait artist Joshua Reynolds. Reynolds was a renowned portrait painter and neoclassical artist from 18th century England, who rose to great heights as an artist and collector and was also an intellectual maven to a very influential group of British men, including the philosophical founder of American conservatism Edmund Burke, and the literary giant Samuel Johnson.
In all honesty, Reynolds was a socialite and a social climber. He used his contacts to advance his reputation, eventually climbing to the top in his Central London world. Reynolds was very much an American-style self-promoter, and he achieved great heights, especially for a portrait painter, ultimately becoming the president of the Royal Academy of Arts and a leading figure in the enlightenment era.
Early Years
Born on July 16, 1723, in Devon to Reverend Samuel Reynolds and Theophila Potter, he showed an early interest in art, and his family encouraged him to follow his ambition. He began his artistic apprenticeship under the London portraitist Thomas Hudson in 1740.
He left after three years and worked as an independent artist in London and Devon.
Later, Reynolds met Commodore Augustus Keppel, who invited him to join his voyage to the Mediterranean. Reynolds joined and traveled aboard the HMS Centurion, visiting Lisbon, Cadiz, Algiers, and Minorca. From Minorca, he left for Rome, staying two years. This extended trip served as an artistic Grand Tour of sorts; Reynolds received training in Renaissance art and painted with Italian masters. He began collecting Old Masters and curating his personal artistic style. He developed an affinity for the Venetians, Raphael, Michelangelo, Van Dyck, and Rembrandt, which would later heavily influence Reynolds' Grand Manner aesthetic.
Upon his arrival in England in 1752, Reynolds set his sights on London and took rooms in St. Martin's Lane. His sister Frances was his housekeeper.
Soon Reynolds was a major success and painted British aristocracy, including the Duke of Devonshire, the Duke of Grafton, and the Duke of Cumberland (third son of George II).
In 1760, Reynolds moved into a large house, with space to show his works and accommodate his assistants, on the west side of Leicester Fields (now Leicester Square). I believe the address was 40 Leicester Fields, and the most plausible option is 40 Leicester Square, which is in the southwest corner of the square, bordered on the east by St. Martin’s Street and to the south by Orange Street. On the west side is Whitcombe, and the northern side Panton Street. The location of 40 Leicester Square is now occupied by a hotel, and there is a tavern on the site called “Joshua’s.”
For portraiture and his clients, Reynolds built a studio in his house. It was here Reynolds worked in succession - sometimes frenetically - sketching and painting the face of the client and then passing the work on to studio assistants.
The time Reynolds spent with the client, or sitter, was charismatic and engaging. Maybe even flamboyant. Reynolds was said to have rushed from the back of the room to the canvas when sitters were present, taking in close up and far away perspectives.
Reynolds Experimentation
Sir Joshua Reynolds was a portrait artist and neoclassical painter from 18th century England. His influence on the art world cannot be overstated, and his legacy lives on today. Reynolds was a social climber, but his contacts helped him advance his reputation. He eventually climbed to the top of the Central London art scene and became the president of the Royal Academy of Arts.
Reynolds was a man of many talents, including his ambitious charisma and his love of all things classical and grand. This is evident in many of his portraits, where women are given exceptionally flattering features, and men appear to have been enlightened, with otherworldly powers. His paintings stand head and shoulders above those of his contemporaries, literally, in the case of his large-scale portraiture.
Reynolds experimented with his paints and materials, sometimes to the detriment of the painting. His practice of concocting unusual mixtures of wax, oils, gums, and varnishes led to problems in his finished works, with paint flaking and cracking. However, this experimentation also led to new techniques of chemical replication among leading industrialists, and Reynolds' unstable chemistry prompted intellectual reflection on the nature of time.
Reynolds' collection of Old Masters, including pieces by Bernini, Gainsborough, Van Dyck, Durer, and Rubens, firmly planted his place in the center of the London art scene. He was awash in opportunity, securing high-end clients for portraits and wheeling and dealing in the arts business. He was also an agent, securing pictures from auction houses for his noble clients and offering to conserve them and touch up any dinginess.
It is worth noting that the picture we are discussing, Titian's Venus and Adonis, is now in the National Gallery and credited to the studio of Titian. The Gainsborough picture is Pigs, which Reynolds picked up at the Royal Academy and is now at Castle Howard.
The depth of his collecting, which included the most illustrious artists of the day, now considered to be god-like, added to the charisma and carefully crafted image Reynolds had created of himself.
Reynolds' legacy may have some blemishes, but his impact on the art world is undeniable. His paintings continue to inspire and influence artists today, and his experimentation with painting materials and techniques paved the way for new artistic discoveries. Reynolds' life and work are a testament to the power of art and the enduring legacy of great artists.
Johnson's Literary Club and The Royal Academy of Arts
He was a contemporary and close friend of Samuel Johnson and Edmund Burke. Burke and Reynolds were both passionate patriots who shared similar views on civilization, aesthetics, and the French Revolution. While we have no direct proof that Reynolds supported the American Revolution, he was often in lockstep with Burke, especially when criticizing Britain's foreign policy and taxation.
Reynolds was the principal organizer of The Literary Club, a dining club formed in 1764 and composed of literary figures - including Edmund Burke, Samuel Johnson, and Adam Smith. The Club met every Monday for dinner and every two weeks during Parliamentary sessions. It still continues to this day, with dinners held at Brook’s in St. James Street, London. The original location - 9 Gerrard Street - in modern-day Chinatown off Piccadilly, is only a few blocks north of the location of Joshua’s house in Leicester Square.
On November 28th, 1768, King George III, the monarch who would create the Royal Academy, was visited by four artists to discuss a new institution for artists in London. Two weeks later, George would approve the formation of the Royal Academy, but not by charter. The academy was founded by the King’s signature and the King’s private funding. The academy remains private to this day and receives no state funding.
The academy first met in the print warehouse of the King’s librarian, Richard Dalton. By 1769, the first summer exhibition was launched, featuring 136 paintings, four of which were by Joshua Reynolds.
The King did not like Joshua Reynolds very much; he thought he was too pompous. Still, King George III selected Reynolds as the RA’s first president and knighted him. Regardless of personal opinions, Reynolds had the talent and ambition to attract the attention of the king.
According to the Royal Academy, “Reynolds played a central role in organizing the group of 34 artists and architects who signed a petition to found a Royal Academy of Arts, which was to hold annual exhibitions of living artists’ work (now known as the Summer Exhibition) and establish a free art school. After King George III approved the petition, Reynolds was unanimously elected the Academy’s President and knighted the following year."
If Reynolds was firmly established once he became the first president of Royal Academy of Arts in 1768, he was lionized when knighted by King George III the following year. The honor was significant; Reynolds was only the second painter to receive a knighthood (the first was James Thornhill, William Hogarth’s father-in-law.)
By patronizing and supporting the Royal Academy, King George III would become world-famous for his art patronage.
The Grand Manner & Discourses
Sir Joshua Reynolds delivered his "Discourses on Art" at the Royal Academy between 1769 and 1790. Originally strictly used for history painting, Reynolds applied it to the portrait, thereby inventing the "high art portrait."
This was Reynolds' grand artistic theory, and he called it the Grand Manner. The Grand Manner was largely an aesthetic focused on classical proportions, perspectives, and visual metaphors.
In these lectures, Reynolds laid forth his theories, later published as “Discourses on Art.” His concepts were not singular or compact but wide-ranging, with precise views on art and associated aesthetics. He believed that painters should strive for classical and Renaissance standards and build on the previous foundations of excellence. Reynolds references many European masters, including Raphael, Titian, Correggio, Dürer, Carracci, Rembrandt, and Van Dyck.
This book includes seven discourses, and I have personally included notes and underlined sections that I find necessary. Discourse five is the discourse I find the most enjoyable, which discusses Raphael and Michael Angelo.
Reynolds's discourses remind me - in spirit - of Giovanni Piranesi's Observations, published in 1765, four years before Reynolds began his lecture. Piranesi argues in favor of the superiority of Roman architecture and calls for extended Roman-style exuberance in design.
Reynolds never actually uses the phrase "the Grand Manner," choosing instead to refer to the "great style" or "grand style."
In due time, the Grand Manner style would travel across the Atlantic, where it would make a significant contribution towards America's artistic and political "coming of age".
The Death of Sir Joshua Reynolds
Sir Joshua Reynolds was a remarkable man of his time. When he passed away in 1792, Edmund Burke wrote an obituary notice in which he celebrated Reynolds' character, stating that he was the first Englishman to add the praise of the elegant arts to the other glories of his country. According to Burke, Reynolds was equal to the great masters of the renowned ages in terms of taste, grace, facility, happy invention, and richness and harmony of coloring.
Reynolds' story is a timeless example of the impact one person can make in the world solely from one’s own ambition and personal industry. Despite the rigid class system of British society during the Georgian era, Reynolds' accomplishments transcended these limitations, bolstered in part from the foundation of strong family support, high-minded friendships, and the power of the Age of Enlightenment.
Although Sir Joshua Reynolds is a lesser-known figure from history, his legacy is far-reaching. Apart from his accolades in England, he was responsible for promoting neoclassical principles to such a degree that these principles found their way to the new empire of America, influencing legions of artists and paving the way for widespread adoption of Greek revival, Jeffersonian, Federal, and Palladian styles of architecture.
Reynolds was buried at St. Paul's Cathedral, alongside J. M. W. Turner and James Northcote, who were influenced by his work.
Reynolds was also focused on noble virtues, and his work often reflected the same. He had great affection for antiquity, youthful innocence, politeness, and civility. He voiced his opposition towards slavery, finding it inhumane, and according to the abolitionist Thomas Clarkson, Reynolds publicly opposed the slave trade as early as 1787.
Reynolds played the art market, even gambling to a degree, with relatively good favor. The market for Reynolds has increased, and his paintings pop up for sale at major auction houses regularly.
Recently, London’s National Portrait Gallery and Los Angeles’s Getty Museum jointly acquired Reynolds’s 1776 painting Portrait of Mai (Omai). This is the first time a UK museum linked up with a US institution to obtain a work in a situation such as this.
Statement from National Portrait Gallery and Getty on Plans to Share Reynolds' Portrait of Mai:
“The National Portrait Gallery and Getty today announced plans to jointly acquire and share ownership of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ masterpiece, Portrait of Mai (Omai), in a new model of international collaboration that will maximize public access to this supremely important work.
The announcement follows long-term discussion and planning by the partners, who intend to share the work for public exhibition, research, and conservation care. The London-based National Portrait Gallery and the Los Angeles-based Getty Museum intend to enter a joint ownership agreement, and in both locations, the public will be able to view the work free of charge.
Nicholas Cullinan, Director of the National Portrait Gallery, said:
“We are delighted to announce an innovative and exciting strategic partnership with Getty to hopefully become co-owners of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ majestic Portrait of Mai and a joint endeavour to advance scholarship and understanding of the fascinating and complex themes the work embodies. The portrait is unique in both British and world culture and yet has never been in a museum collection: now it has the potential to be in two, one facing the Pacific from where Mai came, and the other only yards from Reynolds’ studio, where it was painted. For the Gallery it is important that this outstanding portrait is for the UK public, and we will share it with other institutions across the country. This is a painting that should belong to all of us and we know it will mean a great deal to our combined audiences, locally, nationally and globally. We would like to thank the owner of Portrait of Mai for working with us so collaboratively and all those who have donated so far, for making this painting within our reach.”
Arts and Heritage Minister Lord Parkinson of Whitley Bay, said:
"I am absolutely delighted that, thanks to the export bar process, the National Portrait Gallery and Getty are closing in on finalising a deal so this exceptional painting will be able to be viewed by members of the public from across the UK, and across the globe. Both institutions have worked tirelessly to make this joint acquisition possible, and I would like to thank them for their stellar efforts, as well as all those who have generously made donations, particularly Art Fund and the National Heritage Memorial Fund."
Katherine E. Fleming, CEO of the J. Paul Getty Trust, said:
“Getty, which strives to identify new models for thinking about and sharing cultural heritage, is delighted by this opportunity to participate in an innovative approach to ownership—one that maximizes accessibility and viewability while placing Portrait of Mai in a rich and multi-faceted transatlantic context.”
Timothy Potts, Maria-Hummer Tuttle and Robert Tuttle Director of the J. Paul Getty Museum, said:
“Reynolds’ Portrait of Mai is both an icon of British portraiture and a uniquely noble representation of a person of color from the Pacific islands—a region that was in Mai’s day being colonized by Britain and other European nations. Reynolds depicts his subject in a pose at once beneficent and commanding, modelled loosely on some famous ancient Roman sculptures. The complex artistic and historical issues that this painting raises will form the basis for a joint research initiative on 18th-century British portraiture involving exhibitions, conferences, and technical investigations. We hope very much that this acquisition and the collaborations that flow from it will inspire other innovative models of collecting, sharing, and protecting artistic heritage across nations, cultures, and peoples.”
Nearly eight feet high, Reynolds’ spectacular image of Mai holds a pivotal place in global art history, depicting the first Polynesian to visit Britain, and is widely regarded as the finest portrait by one of Britain’s greatest artists. Known as “Omai” in England, Mai (ca. 1753–1780) was a native of Raiatea, an island now part of French Polynesia, who traveled from Tahiti to England with Captain James Cook. He spent the years 1774–76 in London, where he was received by royalty and the intellectual elite, and indeed became something of a celebrity. Mai returned to his homeland in 1777 and died there two years later.
If the National Portrait Gallery is successful in the final phase of its fundraising campaign, the painting will first be exhibited at the Gallery, which will reopen, following its recent transformation, in June 2023. Mai will travel periodically between the two countries, sharing time equally between them, including being displayed in the Getty Museum when Los Angeles hosts the 2028 Olympic Games.
This collaboration follows previous joint initiatives of the NPG and Getty, including the publication of the National Portrait Gallery’s Later Victorian Portraits Catalogue, which began in 2003, and a current project on the Gallery’s Lucian Freud Archive, both funded by the Getty Foundation.
Each partner will contribute half of the £50m funds needed to acquire the painting. The NPG has raised the majority of the funding, including a significant £10m pledge by the National Heritage Memorial Fund, an Art Fund grant of £2.5m, the largest in its history, and many donations from generous trusts, foundations, and individuals. This leaves just under £1m remaining and the National Portrait Gallery is continuing to fundraise.
The partnership has the support of the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, Arts Council England, the National Heritage Memorial Fund, and Art Fund who have all welcomed this innovative approach.”[1]
Undoubtedly, Reynolds is still a giant, 300 years after his birth in 1723.
It’s important to note that the art of Joshua Reynolds was shaped by his ambition, his financial success and his cultural capital. I can’t emphasize that enough. To look at Joshua Reynolds portraiture, and to look at his etchings is to see a world that does not exist.
A world that was created with such grandeur one can only think of empire, one can only think of enlightenment. 
 
If you ever get around to it read “The Letters of Sir Joshua Reynolds.” From a historical and personal perspective, it felt like I was going back in time, and will remain nearby for continuous reference.
- Chadwick Hagan, 2024
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Statue of Reynolds at the Royal Academy
© Royal Academy of Arts
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Self-portrait
Oil on canvas, circa 1747-1749
National Portrait Gallery, London 
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Self-portrait
Engraving, after 1780
Hagan Arts Collection
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Edmund Burke, studio of Sir Joshua Reynolds
Oil on canvas, circa 1769 or after
National Portrait Gallery, London
SEVEN DISCOURSES ON ART
by Joshua Reynolds

INTRODUCTION
TO THE KING 
The regular progress of cultivated life is from necessaries to accommodations, from accommodations to ornaments. By your illustrious predecessors were established marts for manufactures, and colleges for science; but for the arts of elegance, those arts by which manufactures are embellished and science is refined, to found an academy was reserved for your Majesty.
Had such patronage been without effect, there had been reason to believe that nature had, by some insurmountable impediment, obstructed our proficiency; but the annual improvement of the exhibitions which your Majesty has been pleased to encourage shows that only encouragement had been wanting.
To give advice to those who are contending for royal liberality has been for some years the duty of my station in the Academy; and these Discourses hope for your Majesty’s acceptance as well-intended endeavours to incite that emulation which your notice has kindled, and direct those studies which your bounty has rewarded.
May it please your Majesty,
Your Majesty’s
Most dutiful servant,
And most faithful subject,
JOSHUA REYNOLDS.
TO THE MEMBERS OF THE ROYAL ACADEMY.
Gentlemen, —That you have ordered the publication of this Discourse is not only very flattering to me, as it implies your approbation of the method of study which I have recommended; but likewise, as this method receives from that act such an additional weight and authority as demands from the students that deference and respect, which can be due only to the united sense of so considerable a body of artists.
I am,
With the greatest esteem and respect,
GENTLEMEN,
Your most humble
And obedient servant,
JOSHUA REYNOLDS
SEVEN DISCOURSES ON ART

*Underlined text by the editor, Chadwick Hagan
*Spelling and grammar kept in style written by Sir Joshua Reynolds 
A DISCOURSE
Delivered at the Opening of the Royal Academy, January 2nd, 1769, by the President.
Gentlemen, —An academy in which the polite arts may be regularly cultivated is at last opened among us by royal munificence. This must appear an event in the highest degree interesting, not only to the artists, but to the whole nation.
It is indeed difficult to give any other reason why an Empire like that of Britain should so long have wanted an ornament so suitable to its greatness than that slow progression of things which naturally makes elegance and refinement the last effect of opulence and power.
An institution like this has often been recommended upon considerations merely mercantile. But an academy founded upon such principles can never effect even its own narrow purposes. If it has an origin no higher, no taste can ever be formed in it which can be useful even in manufactures; but if the higher arts of design flourish, these inferior ends will be answered of course.
We are happy in having a prince who has conceived the design of such an institution, according to its true dignity, and promotes the arts, as the head of a great, a learned, a polite, and a commercial nation; and I can now congratulate you, gentlemen, on the accomplishment of your long and ardent wishes.
The numberless and ineffectual consultations that I have had with many in this assembly, to form plans and concert schemes for an academy, afford a sufficient proof of the impossibility of succeeding but by the influence of Majesty. But there have, perhaps, been times when even the influence of Majesty would have been ineffectual, and it is pleasing to reflect that we are thus embodied, when every circumstance seems to concur from which honour and prosperity can probably arise. There are at this time a greater number of excellent artists than were ever known before at one period in this nation; there is a general desire among our nobility to be distinguished as lovers and judges of the arts; there is a greater superfluity of wealth among the people to reward the professors; and, above all, we are patronised by a monarch, who, knowing the value of science and of elegance, thinks every art worthy of his notice that tends to soften and humanise the mind.
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