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ABSTRACT 

'Sublime and Infernal Reveries': George Romney and the Creation of an 
Eighteenth-Century History Painter 

The image of George Romney presented in his early biographies is of a successful 
society portraitist by day but the creator of `sublime and infernal reveries' at night by 
candlelight. Today these passionate designs from literature are characterized as proto- 
Romantic but, paradoxically, they were created within the context of a disciplined 
renaissance-humanist tradition. Romney's amateur and professional literary friends 
supplied him with a profusion of potential subjects and produced eulogistic verses 
about the artist and his works, stressing his sensitivity, seclusion, humble origins and 
natural genius. Taking their cue from the formulaic writings about artists from 
antiquity and the renaissance, the poets applied to Romney legends concerning artistic 
predispositions towards melancholy and emotional depth and provided a format in 
which his works of sentimental or tragic themes could be appreciated. The desired 
end result of their concerted and contrived enterprise was a fame for the artist which 
also reflected glory on the writers. 

Post-Romantic art-historical methodologies have taken for granted that deference on 
the part of the artist towards advisors and patrons carried negative associations and 
have underestimated the collaborative nature of creativity in the eighteenth century. 
George Romney's career demonstrates that even within changing social and creative 
orders, and alongside more modem impulses, longstanding traditions involving a 
close association between artists and advisors, striving for mutual benefits, survived 
well into the early-Romantic period. Examination of the extensive Romney primary- 
source material, including correspondence with literary friends and his jottings on 
subjects and artistic theories in notebooks, is undertaken within the context of an 
analysis of Romney's works and the means of their promulgation. This thesis offers a 
new interpretation of Romney's career and argues that artistic production in late- 
eighteenth-century Britain cannot be fully understood unless the ambitions and 
methods of the literary figures advising artists are considered. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Given that historiographical analysis is a fundamental aspect of this thesis, 

referencing from the early Romney biographies and obituaries is of significant 
importance in providing a new context in which to understand Romney's works. In 

addition, other contemporary writings are vital for the interpretation of the role that 

poetry and literature served to enhance Romney's career, such as the encomiastic 

verses that associates wrote about the artist and his specific works and the notice he 

received within the poems and novels of his friends that were not directly related to 

his art. Romney's own writings are also scrutinized, particularly his correspondence 

with his literary advisors as well as his notes in sketchbooks and elsewhere which 

express his thoughts on art theory and composition. In short, the most tantalizing 

sources in the Romney literature are primary: he was the subject of more poetry and 

puffing, to a more concerted and contrived extent, than arguably any other late- 

eighteenth-century British artist-as Allan Cunningham put it in his Lives of the Most 

Eminent British Painters, Sculptors, and Architects (London; J. Murray, vol. 5,1832, 

p. 80), `No artist of that day was more berhymed or bepraised. Nameless bards led 

the way, and their betters followed, with epistles melodious and long. ' Cunningham 

noted that Romney moved ̀ among persons of less literary eminence' than did 

Reynolds, yet it was Romney who `has perhaps been the most fortunate in his 

biographers 
.... 

his character as a man and his talents as a painter have been more 

cleverly as well as cordially dealt by'. Two of the major literary friends who 

showered Romney with panegyrics while alive provided posthumous accounts as 

well: Richard Cumberland's ̀ Memoirs of Mr. George Romney', European Magazine 

(June 1803), appearing eight months after the artist's death, was the first to expose 
him as an ill-at-ease neurasthenic, a Romantic-style characterization that is more 

systematically exploited in William Hayley's The Life of Geargp Romney, Esq. 

(London, 1809). Hayley's untoward influence on Romney, as perceived by the 

artist's son, resulted in John Romney's rearguard-response biography, Memoirs of the 
Life and Art of George Romney (London, 1830): these two biographies utilized the 

opinions of John Flaxman, to different degrees, to bolster their cause. The early 

accounts have in common their partiality towards their subject-including a great deal 

of special pleading-and a portrayal of the artist as in the sway of `poetic fervor', 

which contrasts with the narratives of some of Romney's contemporary academic 



artists (such as Edward Edwards in his Anecdotes of Painters who have resided or 
been born in England, 1808; John Hoppner in his Review of Hayley's Life of Romney, 

Quarterly Review, Nov. 1809; and even Henry Fuseli in Pilkington's Dictionary of 
Painters, 1805), equally biased but with the different intention of relegating his 

reputation to an inferior status. While all of these slanted early sources need to be 

read critically, they are nonetheless crucial for understanding how Romney's 

unconventional career was interpreted--the thousands of surviving drawings; the 

scores of unfinished canvases, both portraits and subject pictures; his eschewal of the 

Royal Academy and his refusal to exhibit his works publicly after 1772; and his 

relative lack of interest, as compared to Reynolds and Gainsborough, in assuring his 

legacy through the medium of reproductive prints after his works all suggest that 

Romney's long-term reputation was negotiable and heavily dependent on written 

sources. 

Despite the good efforts of his eulogists, by the end of the nineteenth century 
Romney's declining profile was indeed ripe for rejuvenation during his resurgence of 

popularity in the Duveen era, when a wave of market-driven scholarship attempted to 

keep up with the increased interest in his portraits as well as the legends concerning 
his private life, most notably his much-speculated-about relationship with Emma, 

Lady Hamilton and the abandonment in Kendal of his illiterate wife when he moved 
to London in 1762. Humphrey Ward and William Roberts, sponsored by the fine-art 

dealer Agnew, produced in 1904 a catalogue raisonnd of Romney's works attached to 

a fairly brief but predictable biography. Here, Ward and Roberts show little interest 

in the subject pictures, and even less in the drawings, but their two volumes are of 

great value for the inclusion of previously unpublished materials, such as Romney's 

sitters diaries (now in the British Library), which were obtained from the sale of the 

collection of the artist's granddaughter Elizabeth Romney, 1894, The archival basis 

for Ward and Roberts's Romney takes their publication a step beyond the usual 

gentleman-connoisseur or professional-biographer tradition of the late- 

nineteenth/early-twentieth-century Romney scholarship. Examples of the former are 
Sir Herbert Maxwell's George Romney (London, 1902) and Lord Ronald Sutherland 

Gower's George Romney (London, 1904); of the latter is Hilda Gamlin's George 

Romney and his Art (London, 1894). Yet these biographies are useful for observing 
the perpetuation of myths formed in the earlier biographies and other 
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contemporaneous writings as well as assessing changing perceptions of Romney. A 

more critical view of Romney's works is given in Arthur B. Chamberlain's George 

Romney (London, 1910), which included a relatively respectable amount of discussion 

on the works from literature, especially the eighteen black-chalk cartoons now in the 

Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool but originally donated to the Liverpool Royal 

Institution by John Romney in 1823. Chamberlain, a curator of British art, was well 

placed to approach Romney studies with a more professional method; in addition, his 

publication reflects the expanding interests of scholarship and connoisseurship in the 

twentieth century. 

Scholarly writings on Romney in the twentieth century focus predominately on his 

drawings as the area most promising for new discoveries and insightful discussion. 

Christie's 1894 Elizabeth Romney sale of the great bulk of drawings and sketchbooks 

handed down through the family was the main source for the large collections of 

Romney drawings that were formed in the modem era among discerning 

connoisseurs. Most of these initial collections have now been dispersed into smaller 

private and public collections, and the vicissitudes of the drawings and the early 

efforts to identify subject-matter are surveyed by Patricia Milne-Henderson in the 

exhibition catalogue The Drawings of George Romney, Smith College, 1962. Milne- 

Henderson (later known as Patricia Jaffd) thoroughly researched the Fitzwilliam 

Museum's cache of approximately 670 Romney drawings, the core of which is John 

Romney's 1817 bequest of 164 drawings, and published a well-annotated Fitzwilliam 

exhibition catalogue in 1977, The Drawings of George Romney. Jaffe's chief 

contribution to the field-the identification and contextualization of the subject- 

matter of the drawings--was anticipated in the Master's thesis of Anne 0. 

Crookshank, ̀ The Subject Pictures and Drawings of George Romney' (Courtauld 

Institute, 1952), which contained an appendix of many of the subjects that Romney 

tackled in various media. Another Romney scholar whose interests lie in the 

drawings and subject pictures is Yvonne Romney Dixon, whose 1977 Ph. D. 

dissertation, ̀ The Drawings of George Romney in the Folger Shakespeare Library' 

(University of Maryland), subjected the drawings in the Folger to a pointed stylistic 

analysis. This research was augmented in Dixon's 'Designs from Fancy': George 

Romney 's Shakespearean Drawings (Washington, 1998), which examined the 

Folger's Romney holdings in context with Romney drawings and paintings of 
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Shakespearean topics from other collections. Jennifer Watson's Master's thesis, ̀ The 

Paintings of Emma Hart (Lady Hamilton) by George Romney: A Study of their 

Significance in Relation to His Historical Works' (Oberlin College, 1974), attempts to 

combine an aspect of Romney's portraiture with the subject pictures, and Watson has 

produced an exhibition catalogue, George Romney in Canada, 1985, which also 

includes both portraits and subject-drawings. David A. Cross has considered the 

portraits and historical works as a backdrop to Romney's biography in A Striking 

Likeness: the Life of George Romney (Aldershot, 2000). This book applies a 

modernist psychoanalytical approach to Romney-and by extension, therefore, his 

works-while also adopting the methodology of a late-Victorian biographer in its 

acceptance of the Romney lore as scripted in the three primary biographies, a 

tendency observed in virtually all of the modern writings about Romney. 

Romney has also featured as a component in wider studies; for instance Victor Chan's 

`Leader of My Angels': William Hayley and His Circle (Edmonton, 1982), an 

exhibition catalogue that treats Hayley non-critically as an inspiring fulcrum for 

artistic production. (Chan also produced a Stanford University Ph. D. dissertation, 

`Pictorial Image and Social Reality: George Romney's Late Drawings of John 

Howard Visiting Prisoners', 1983, not seen by this writer. ) Romney appears in the 

scholarship devoted to other artists in Hayley's circle, such as John Flaxman, William 

Hodges, and particularly, William Blake; for instance, in Jean Hagstrum's `Blake and 

British Art: The Gifts of Grace and Terror' (Kroeber and Walling eds, Images of 
Romanticism, New Haven and London, 1978) Romney is discussed in terms of his 

overlap with and influence on Blake's sublimity. Romney is discussed as one of the 

British artists in Rome in the 1770s who were interested in assimilating Italian 

classicism alongside less classicizing aesthetics in Nancy L. Pressly's The Fuseli 

Circle in Rome (New Haven, 1979). 

A new era of Romney scholarship began in 2002 with the publications that 

accompanied the first comprehensive exhibition of Romney's works-integrating 

portraits, history paintings, and drawings-in the modern period. Alex Kidson's 

exhibition catalogue George Romney 1734-1802 provided a perceptive overview of 
Romney's career and works that the previous studies dedicated to narrower areas of 

research did not attempt. The accompanying publication, `Those Delightful Regions 
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of Imagination': Essays on George Romney (ed. by Kidson, New Haven and London, 

2002), brings together several historians of eighteenth-century British art, who, 
through their own areas of expertise, contextualize Romney's career and integrate him 

into the field of eighteenth-century scholarship more so than had been before 

accomplished. Several of these contributors had already provided essays for 

Transactions of the Romney Society, a publication of short, specialist articles on 
Romney-related topics. However, none of these studies endeavour to interpret 

Romney's relationships with his literary friends and their writings about him in terms 

of the exigencies of career manipulation. As yet, there is indeed negligible 

scholarship analyzing the role of the literary advisor in the production of eighteenth- 

century art. My own `George Romney, Robert Potter, and the Painter's Poet', 

Transactions 7 (2002) and ̀ Tuching the Times too nearly: George Romney in 1793, 

Transactions 10 (2005) consider the works and their creation in terms of the impact 

that Romney's literary friends had on his finding of subject matter, his conception and 

realization of the subjects, and the reception of the works. This thesis continues on 
from these articles with the objective of revealing the importance of the literary 

advisor to Romney in particular and of demonstrating the necessity of understanding 
the relationships between artists and literary figures to the wider field in general. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This thesis analyzes and challenges received presumptions about Romney and his 

proto-Romantic creative process, and it reveals the traditional and even academic 

aspects of his career alongside the less conventional. It also argues that standard 
interpretations of Romney's working methods are based on misunderstandings of the 

actual cultural values and practices in place in the artist's period. As early as 
Cunningham's Lives of the British Painters (1829-33), certain notions about late- 

eighteenth-century artistic customs were established that have proved long-lasting. 

Specifically, Romney's circle of literary friends and their activities were lampooned 

in a way that denied the orthodoxy of an artist receiving assistance from a poet or an 

erudite advisor, not to mention the benefits available to the literary figure through an 

association with a successful artist. Martin Pestle in his Sir Joshua Reynolds, the 

Subject Pictures (Cambridge, 1995) argues for a political component to 

Cunningham's biographies, which intended to overturn the elitism of the previous 

generation of artists and their emulation of foreign artistic tastes-Cunningham had 

taken on board the writings of Charles Lamb regarding Reynoldsian-era social 

politics. The Victorian and Edwardian Romney biographies take on board 

Cunningham's satirical view of the situation, and further removed from the era under 
discussion, appear to have lost the comprehension of the long tradition of artists and 

poets mutually assisting each other while seeking glory and everlasting fame, and 
they show how quickly knowledge of the old order was lost. The artifice involved in 

promoting Romney's career and the pompous and turgid language of the early 
biographies-all of which was completely conventional-quickly became an 

embarrassment best ignored. Post-Romantic sensibilities are offended at the thought 

of renaissance patterns of patronage still current in Britain at such a late date, and it 

has become preferable to anachronistically apply an ideal of isolated, creative 
independence to proto-Romantic artists than to accept that deference was shown to 
literary figures by artists, even artists producing sublime, innovative imagery. 

Misunderstandings of the conditions of eighteenth-century artistic production 

continue in modern scholarship: Iain Pears (The Discovery of Painting, New Haven 

and London, 1988) and David H. Solkin (PaintingforMoney, New Haven and 
London, 1992) have characterized the commonality between painters and poets as 

virtually extinct in the late-eighteenth century, and when it did exist it was oppressive 
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to the artist and was suffered under duress. Refutations of these mistaken and 

misleading views of cultural history are found not in art-historical scholarship but in 

the work of literary historians. J. C. D. Clark (Samuel Johnson, Literature, religion 

and English cultural politics from the Restoration to Romanticism, Cambridge, 1994) 

has argued that, even alongside the growth of the vernacular, late-Renaissance 

humanism lasted in Britain much longer than historians generally acknowledge; 

Dustin Griffin (Literary Patronage in England 1650-1800, Cambridge, 1996) 

explains the historiographical misinterpretations by suggesting that anything other 

than creative independence as a gold standard is anathema to descendants of the Whig 

view of history, who interpret the eighteenth century as a rapidly-democratizing 

culture rather than one still heavily dependent on hierarchies and established orders. 
The primary sources on which this research relies offer overwhelming evidence for 

Romney's role as a participant in traditional creative collaborations; for instance, his 

correspondence with advisors such as William Hayley, Robert Potter, and William 

Mickle find these writers not only defining which subjects are appropriate for the 

artist to treat but also the manner in which they should be executed. These exchanges 
find comparable precedents in the surviving documents between artists and advisors 
in the Italian Renaissance onwards: scholarship on artists and advisors in that period 
is certainly less scarce than in eighteenth-century studies and is referenced here to 

support this thesis. The Golden Age of British painting cannot be fully apprehended 

until all aspects of artistic production are considered seriously-no matter how 

awkward and unfashionable they may now seem. 

This thesis is arranged roughly chronologically as well as thematically. The dating of 

some of Romney's works, particularly drawings, is not straightforward. Sketchbooks 

with Romney's own inscribed titles and dates on the cover often prove to have been 

used at a different time or over a long period of time. Internal evidence, such as 

studies for known and securely-dated portraits or draughts of letters and various other 
laundry lists are often more helpful for defining chronological bounds. The work of 
Patricia Jaffe, Yvonne Romney Dixon, and Alex Kidson in dating the drawings on the 

basis of stylistic analysis has been a tremendous contribution to the field and is 

employed here. This thesis has also applied a method of dating-by-poetry: in some 
instances a terminus ante quern can be established for particular works that were 

previously undated but are mentioned in published poetry; for example, Romney's 
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design for Nature Unveiling to the Infant Shakespeare is referenced as a product of 

'Romney's graceful pencil' in Helen Maria Williams's Ode on the Peace, first 

published in 1783. As crucial as the sketchbooks are for unfolding Romney's creative 

process, it must be kept in mind that they represent an incomplete view in that many 

have had pages removed or have been entirely dismembered and dispersed, some 

partially rebound later. And what is more, some important documented sketchbooks 

are now untraced; others are inaccessible in private collections. The recent 

publication `Romney Sketchbooks in Public Collections', Transactions of the Romney 

Society 8 (2003) by Yvonne Romney Dixon and Alex Kidson provides invaluable 

information on the available sketchbooks. It is also true that surviving sketchbooks 

and drawings do not necessarily represent the totality of subjects that Romney 

attempted or even that were suggested to Romney, and hard and fast conclusions 

cannot be made regarding which subjects he took up or which he rejected. The 

appendix to this thesis provides an annotated list of the subjects found in various 

sources, mostly unpublished, that friends offered to Romney. Of these suggested 

subjects, many have not been identified in drawings or paintings but it cannot be 

definitively established whether or not they were ever put to paper, or if they were 

executed but later subjected to John Romney's editing or were simply lost through 

attrition. 

This writer strives also to maintain awareness of the limitations of the early 
biographies. Comparisons of the letters printed in Hayley's and John Romney's 

memoirs of the artist with the same letters in manuscript found in archives reveal that 

they have generally been edited for spelling, grammar, and content. While Romney 

scholars are fortunate to have three accounts written by intimates of the artist, as 

tempting as it may be to take them at their word what is required is the more difficult 

task of reading them critically and in their proper historical context, which exposes 

their mythmaking. This demands a familiarity with contemporary values and literary 

conventions, and likewise, the secondary biographies need to be appreciated for their 

post-Romantic biases. Just as all of these biographies have selectively chosen 

particular works to support their arguments about Romney, this thesis, too, operates a 

selection process that does not pretend to be comprehensive. Given that the purpose 

of this research is to provide a context for Romney's career in light of his relationship 

with literary advisors, works are chosen for discussion that are particularly illustrative 

viii 



of creative interaction through documentation such as correspondence, early 
biographies, press reports or published poetry. Although Romney's literary works are 

obviously of great importance to the argument, particular portraits are also an 

essential part of the story. 

Finally, this thesis does not consider Romney as a singular case in his use of literary 

advisors but only as a particularly well-documented one. He was perhaps more astute 

than many artists in perceiving the potential advantages of aligning himself with 
literary figures and it is true to say that he utilized the system to a greater extent than 

most of his contemporaries. The parameters of this thesis require an in-depth study of 

this particular artist's career, yet this same methodology could profitably be applied to 

other individuals or to the British school as a whole. This thesis attempts to achieve 

an appropriate balance between an analysis of Romney focusing on his literary 

advisors and contextualization within the wider artistic environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Part I The Creativity of George Romney. 'Infernal reveries' and `men of 
learning and taste' 

The critical reputation of the British artist George Romney (1734-1802) rests on his 

body of portraits and designs from literature. ' As one of the most successful members 

of the eighteenth-century British School-the `third man in portraiture' after Sir 

Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough-he produced approximately 2,000 

portraits and considerably fewer paintings of a historical or poetical nature. Of the 

5,000-odd extant Romney drawings, the majority are not related to his thriving 

portraiture practice but are instead examples of intense and vigorous invention. 

Romney continually complained of feeling `shackled' to portraiture and of needing 
desperately ̀to strip myself of drudgery in the shabby part of my art' and ̀ give my 

mind up to those delightful regions of imagination'. 2 Such ambitions are implied 

throughout the extensive correspondence, much of it unpublished, between the artist 

and the several prominent literary figures who proffered advice on subject-matter and 

even gave suggestions on composition. Taken out of context, Romney's protestations 

against his obligation to portraiture provide support for the view of the British school 

as deplorably oppressed and marginalized. But considered as affecting language 

directed at those who were in a position to boost his career through social connections 

and public writings in his favour, Romney's awareness of the advantages of 

relationships with literary advisors becomes apparent. Romney's closest literary 

friend, the poet William Hayley (1745-1820) states that he wrote his Poetical Epistle 

to an Eminent Painter, addressed to Romney in 1778, to `animate the genius and 

promote the reputation of that aspiring yet diffident artist'3 but Romney was not 

' Throughout this thesis the descriptive terms 'historical', 'literary', 'poetical', and 'imaginative' for 
subject pictures will observe their eighteenth-century usage, being essentially interchangeable. Sir 
Joshua Reynolds in his Discourse of 1771 attempted to define and discriminate between the various 
genres of painting. As regards idealisation, Reynolds admits `In conformity to custom, I call this patt 
of the art History Painting; it ought to be called Poetical, as in reality it is'. Yet throughout the 
Discourses he utilizes the description 'historical' for ennobled pictures of various subjects. Sir Joshua 
Reynolds, Discourses on Art, ed. by Robert R. Wark (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1997), 60. 
2William Hayley, The Life of George Romney, Esq., (London: T. Payne, 1809), 123,203, letters from 
Romney to Hayley, Feb. 1787 and 12 Aug. 1793. Such remarks are common in the early Romney 
biographies and primary sources. 3 Memoirs of the Life and Writings of William Hayley, Esq. cd. by John Johnson (London: Henry 
Colburn and Co., 1823)1: 172. 



completely diffident and Hayley was not solely altruistic. In actual practice, their 

relationship is a model of the mutual benefits available to artists and writers. 

Romney's associations with classically-minded amateurs such as the Lord Chancellor 

Edward Thurlow and Philip Yorke, Lord Hardwicke as well as more professional 

writers such as Hayley, Richard Cumberland, Anna Seward, William Mickle, and 
Robert Potter resulted in not just public recognition for the artist but a copious supply 

of potential subjects for high-minded paintings as well. In his biography of Romney, 

Hayley reproduces a letter from the artist calling him the best at conceiving ̀ subjects 

suitable for pictures, than all the men of learning and taste, I ever met with, put 
together'. 4 It was Hayley who, probably while hosting one of his gatherings of 

writers and other artistic guests at his country villa near Eartham in Sussex, wrote 
inside a small notebook entitled ̀ Hints for Pictures' the directions for depicting the 
Danish warrior Hallmundus as well as Lucan with his lyre in Elysium, complete with 

a translated passage from Statius. Hayley adds, ̀These two subjects indeed are taken 
from the notes to our new work and we have extracted them in hopes of their hitting 

the Fancy of our Dear Painter in one of his sublime and infernal Reveries. 's The 

apparent paradox of Romney embodying the idea of the proto-Romantic artist 

creating fantastical imagery with fervid abandon, but within the context of a concerted 
and contrived, Renaissance-humanist tradition, is the fulcrum for analyzing Romney's 
historical designs and the role that literary advisors played in his creativity, career, 
and posthumous reputation. The collaborative nature of Romney's works has been 
too little examined in previous related studies, and the wider artistic production of the 
early-Romantic period in Britain will not be fully understood until the motives and 
actions of the literary figures that were advising and writing about artists are 
considered. 

A relationship between members of a well-connected, well-educated elite adhering to 

established, hierarchical orders and an artist such as Romney--a relatively 
uneducated provincial embracing the new modes for sublime and unclassical subjects 
and more independent methods of creativity-suggests an inherent conflict. Hayley 

4 Letter from Romney to Hayley 11 October 1793, Hayley, Life of Romney, 207. 
5 National Art Library, Victoria and Albert Museum, Ms. L1957/1451. Hayley's 'new work' was his 
Essay on Epic Poetry (London: J. Dodslcy, 1782). 
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admits as much in the notes to his didactic poem of 1782, Essay on Epic Poetry: `I 

have frequently condemned subjects which my friend Romney had selected for the 

pencil; but in the sequel, my opinion only proved that I was near-sighted in those 

regions of imagination, where his keener eyes commanded all the prospect. '6 This 

polite confession aside, the palpable tension and probable clash between the two 

worlds has contributed to the most striking aspects of some of Romney's historical 

designs-their execution of classicizing subjects with expressionistic release, or, non- 

classical subjects treated with the gravitas of the ancients (figs. 1 and 2). But to 

characterize Romney's career solely as yet another harbinger of the coming 
Romanticism in the arts would be to miss the fundamentally orthodox aspects of his 

creative processes and his relationships with poets. Certainly, the early biographical 

sketches of Romney, by Hayley and Richard Cumberland, among others, do present a 
Romantic view of the artist as an ̀ obscure, untutored child of nature', with `aspen 

nerves, that every breath could ruffle'. 7 But Hayley, for one, also reveals his deeply 

conservative opinion of their relationship in his writings about Romney. Given the 

artist's temperamental ̀peculiarities', `he would frequently want the counsel of a 
frank and faithful monitor, to guard him against those excesses of impetuous and 

undisciplined imagination'. 8 Hayley, and doubtless most of the other writers assisting 
him in his career as a history painter, saw themselves in the tradition of the respected 
humanist advisors of the Italian courts, such as Mario Equicola, who dictated to a 

willing Titian the complete invenzione for his painting done for the camerino of Duke 

Alfonso d'Este, Feast of the Gods. ' Yet this renaissance posturing among Romney's 

circle is not necessarily inconsistent with their view of Romney as sensitive, 

saturnine, and reclusive-all the hallmarks of the Romantic artist-as these were the 

same characteristics that Giorgio Vasari and other biographers had claimed for several 
Renaissance artists, most notably, Michelangelo. Romney's career might be better 

6 Essay on Epic Poetry, notes to the third epistle. Hayley's comments here are within the context of his 
discussion of Alexander Pope and the deleterious effects of his overly-influential friends and advisors. 
Haylcy is careful to distinguish himself as a more prudent and light-handed critic and advisor. 7 Richard Cumberland, 'Memoirs of Mr. George Romney, European Magazine (June 1803), 417; 
Memoirs of Richard Cumberland. Written by Himself. Containing an account of his life and writings.... 
(London: Lackington, Allen & Co., 1807) II: 211. 
8 Bayley, Life of Romney, 72. 
9 See Anthony Colantuono 'Dies Alcyoniae: The Invention of Bellini's Feast of the Gods, Art Bulletin 
7 (1991): 239-256. Equicola, along with the humanist Paride da Camara, also devised the invenzioni 
for the paintings done for Alfonso's sister, Isabelle d'Este in Mantua, giving instructions to artists such 
as Mantegna, Perugino, and Correggio. See Egon Vcrheyen, The Paintings in the Studiolo oflsabella 
d'Este at Mantua (New York University Press, 1971). 
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characterised not so much as proto-Romantic as an example of Renaissance- 

Romanticism. 

Rudolf Wittkower has suggested that the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century view of the 

artist as non-conformist and unstable was an artificial construct informed by 

fashionable philosophies such as Neoplatonism, which revived antique notions of 

artistic eccentricities and poetic fury. 10 Of course all this co-existed with the more 

sociable and complaisant artist, eager to move into the courtly sphere. This is the 

learned painter that Leon Battista Alberti conceived in De Pictura of 1435, who 

associates with literary men both for the social cachet this will bring and for 

assistance with the inventions of their history paintings. " In eighteenth-century 

Britain these ideas were purposely cultivated and revived: not only was the 

renaissance mode of melancholy given new currency in the Age of Sensibility but 

Alberti's dictums were reiterated in the Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723- 

1792) at the Royal Academy. Reynolds also encouraged the artist to aspire towards 

liberal arts status but conceded that there may be shortfalls in the scope of their 

reading; this may be remedied by the cultivation of `learned and ingenious men', who 

will be ̀ pleased with communicating their ideas to artists, when they see them curious 

and docile, if they are treated with that respect and deference which is so justly their 

due'. 12 Romney, then, on first glance appears to practise what Reynolds-who 

obviously considered himself a special case as an artist and a literary man-preached. 

But the famously unacademic Romney, who ultimately subverts the image of the 

docile artist as well as the standard interpretation of his literary texts, and Reynolds, 

the authoritative President of the Royal Academy and proponent of traditional 

lo Rudolf Wittkower, 'Individualism in Art and Artists: a Renaissance Problem. ' Journal of the History 

ofIdeas xxii (1961) 291.302; see also Rudolf and Margot Wittkower, Born Under Saturn, The 
Character and Conduct ofArtists: A Documented Historyfrom Antiquity to the French Revolution 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1963), Chapter IV, `Eccentric Behaviour and Noble Manners. 
11 Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, trans. by Cecil Grayson (Phaidon Press Ltd., 1972, reprint 
London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1991), 88. 
12 The seventh discourse, delivered 10 December 1776, Discourses on Art, 118. That Reynolds in his 
Discourses has provided a synthesis of received academic orthodoxy is confirmed by the references to 
authority within the Discourses themselves as well as in Reynolds's notes in his commonplace book. 
See Frederick Wh-dley Hilles, The Literary Career ofSir Joshua Reynolds (Cambridge University Press, 
1936; reprint by Archon Books, 1967), Appendix I, 'Sir Joshua's Reading Notes'. 
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aesthetic and creative theories, serve to illustrate the neo-Renaissance dichotomy of 

artistic models in eighteenth-century Britain. 13 

Artistic rivalry is a traditional theme in artists' biographies reaching as far back as 

antiquity, and indeed, the alleged rancorous divide between Reynolds and Romney is 

a commonplace in their early literature. While any personal enmity between the two 

artists would have been an attractive trope to their respective partisans and therefore 

susceptible to exaggeration, there were certainly significant aesthetic, cultural, and 

political divides between the two artists' circles. 14 In the late 1790s, Lord Chancellor 

Thurlow (1731-1806), looking back two decades when the now-deceased Reynolds 

and the virtually retired Romney had dominated the business of portraiture in London, 

recalled that the town had been divided by the ̀ Reynolds faction' and the ̀ Romney 

faction', and that he was ̀ of the Romney faction' (fig. 3). 15 Romney's son, John, 

believed that it was Reynolds's rebuffing of Thurlow's literary advice that had 

brought the Lord Chancellor over to his father's side. Thurlow had sat to both artists 
for his portrait in 1781, and during these sittings had recommended to each the story 

of Orpheus rescuing Eurydice from the Underworld. Although Reynolds declined to 

take up the subject, Romney's positive response delighted Thurlow, who then sent the 

artist a long passage of the story translated from Virgil's Latin. 16 Although in this 

instance Romney seemed eager to please this well-placed, potential patron and 

produced several drawings and cartoons that corresponded closely to Thurlow's prose 

13 The precursor of Romney's Renaissance-Romanticism is the Wittkowers' 'proto-Bohemian' artist of 
c. 1500, ̀separated from the Bohemian era proper by the centuries of the conforming artist. ' They 
argue for a parallel between the renaissance artist who had freed himself from the constraints of the 
medieval guilds and the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century artists freeing themselves from 
academic strictures. Born Under Saturn, 95. 
14 See Hayley, Life of Romney, 93-4; John Romney, Memoirs of the Life and Works of George Romney, 
London: 1830,163,172-177; Allan Cunningham, The Lives of the Most Eminent British Painters 
(London: J. Murray, 1829-33), Vol. 5,46-144. For modern assessments of the relationship between 
Romney and Reynolds see Alex Kidson, 'Reynolds and Romney: The Anatomy of a Rivalry', 
Transactions of the Romney Society 1 (1996): 4-7; Martin Postle, 'Factions and Fictions: Romney, 
Reynolds and the Politics of Patronage' in 'Those Delightful Regions oflmagination': Essays on 
George Romney, cd. by Alex Kidson (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002), 63-96. 
15 The Diary ofJoseph Farington, ed. Kenneth Garlick and Angus Macintyre (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1978-84), 3: 1046,17 Aug. 1798. John Romney supported this assessment in a 
letter of 1805 to Bayley, saying that his father's professional reputation would be oppressed until 'the 
Reynolds faction be dead and gone'. See John Flaxman Papers, Fitzwilliam Museum, Ms 91.96/1949. 
16 John Romney, Memoirs of George Romney, 168-173,175-177. Reynolds also refused an idea for a 
painting from Lord Hardwicke, who was to prove a useful advisor to Romney, on the grounds that the 
subject was inappropriate and would have required modern dress. See John Ingamells and John 
Edgcumbe, Letters of Sir Joshua Reynolds (London: Yale University Press, 2000), 117, letter from 
Reynolds to Hardwicke, 5 March 1783. 
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translation, increasingly, he gained the confidence--or the inclination-to veer from 

these revered texts and strike out into uncharted pictorial territories. Although he 

demonstrated sufficient `docility' to his literary friends, this urge for creative 
independence posits Romney in opposition to the Reynoldsian, academic model of 

artistic production. 

In discussing post-Renaissance art theory it is entirely appropriate to consider 

contiguous literary theories, as philosophies concerning the rules and aims of the 

visual arts were drawn from the precepts of rhetoric, grammar, and poetics. Alberti 

had compared learning to paint with the steps involved in learning to write; but later 

theorists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries developed the concept of a holistic 

relationship between ̀sister arts' out of the surviving scraps of references to painting 

and poetry from antiquity. 17 Most cogently, Horace's dictum ut pictura poesis, ̀ as is 

painting, so is poetry', established a supposed parity between the arts. 18 Although in 

his Ars Poetica Horace never intended to enunciate a commandment intertwining the 

arts to such an extent, his authority was frequently cited by post-Renaissance art 

theorists to bolster their cause, most blatantly in Charles Alphonse du Fresnoy's De 

arte graphica, commonly known in Britain through John Dryden's translation, The 

Art of Painting, first published 1695.19 This treatise, directed as much towards a 

readership familiar with the belles lettres as towards the practising artist, provided a 

synthesis of all the official doctrines promulgated by the various Continental 

academies. Du Fresnoy-and Dryden-counter notions that art should be anything 
but a rational striving for ideal beauty, totally respectful of the achievements of the 

past: 

The principal and most important part of Painting, is to find out and 
thoroughly to understand what Nature has made most beautifull, and most 
proper to this Art; and that a choice of it may be made according to the gust 
and manner of the Ancients, without which, all is nothing but a blind, and rash 

See Rensselaer W. Lee, 'Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting', Art Bulletin 22 
(1940): 197-269. 
'" See Wesley Trimpi, 'The Meaning of Horace's Ut Pictura Poesis', Journal of the Marburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 36 (1973): 1.34. As Trimpi points out, the supposed relationship was 
problematical from the start, as the original reference from Horace's Ars Poetica was merely describing 
a relationship involving stylistic expression. Similarly, Aristotle's comparisons of the two arts have 
been taken out of context as well. 
'9 See Lawrence Lipking, The Ordering of the Arts in Eighteenth-Century England (Princeton 
University Press, 1970), Chapter 2, 'De arte graphica and the search for a New Authority'. Lipking 
explores the influence of Du Fresnoy and other neoclassical theorists on Reynolds's thought in Chapter 
7, 'Reynolds's Discourses'. 
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barbarity; which rejects what is most beautiful, and seems with an audacious 
insolence to despise an Art, of which it is wholly ignorant: which has 
occasion'd these words of the Ancients: That no man is so bold, so rash, and 
so overweening of his own works, as an ill Painter, and a bad Poet, who are 
not conscious to themselves of their own Ignorance. 20 

Although Romney's respect for classical antiquity was considerable, there is no scope 
here for the modem artist to innovate and deviate from received correctness and 

create intuitively. This is most probably what annoyed Romney, for according to 

Hayley, `He thought rather contemptuously of some applauded literary works relating 

to his own art, and particularly Fresnoy's Poem, translated into English prose by 

Dryden, and into rhyme by Mason. He said that in his early life the precepts of it, had 

perplexed and misled him exceedingly. '21 Four years after Reynolds and the poet 
William Mason published their updated translation and commentary of The Art of 
Painting, the Public Advertiser of 22 September 1787 announced that Hayley and 
Romney were to collaborate on one of their own: 

Mr Hayley is employed with his friend Romney, at Eartham, in making a new 
translation of Fresnoy on the art of painting---a spirit of rivalry has given birth 
to this undertaking-the promised consequence is that Mason shall curse his 
ill timed ambitions, & Sir Joshua blush at the annotations. The body of the 
poem is to be executed by Hayley, the notes & the extraordinary remarks by 
the scientific Romney. 22 

Nothing more is known of this alleged plan but judging by the scattered, sometimes 
incoherent, notes on the theory of art interspersed among drawings in Romney's 

sketchbooks, he lacked the discipline, not to mention, time, to commit to a major 
literary project. 23 

Reynolds was careful to dispel the opinion that Samuel Johnson contributed heavily to 
the Discourses, but in a never-completed biographical sketch of Johnson, written at 

20 John Dryden, The Art of Painting in The Works ofjohn Dryden Vol. XX, Prose 1691-98. cd. by 
Alan Roper, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 40. This is a facsimile reprint of 
Dryden's 1695 first edition. 
21 Hayley, Life ofRomney, 337. 
22 Quoted in the Whitley Papers, 1283, the Department of Prints and Drawings, the British Museum. 
23 Hayley regretted Romney's `desultory' method of reading and writing as ̀ he had a fund of original 
ideas relating to his own art, and also such an uncommon energy of mind, that, with a moderate 
application to the pen, he might have rendered himself a writer of very powerful eloquence'. Life of 
Romney, 116. For Romney's writings on art theory sec sketchbooks in the Folger Shakespeare 
Library, Washington, D. C (c. 61).; Cumbria Public Record Office, Barrow (Z-242); and a loose sheet 
discussing the proper usage of gestures and expression in the National Art Library, Victoria and Albert 
Museum (Ms. L1957/942/79). See also Romney's theoretical writings in his notebook used in Italy, 
Romney papers, Fitzwillam Museum. 
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the request of James Boswell, he allowed that Johnson had formed his mind to think. 24 

Johnson's philosophies concerning models of imitation in poetry certainly concur 

with Reynolds's theories concerning the rules for emulating the old masters. In his 

Lives of the Poets (1779-8 1) Johnson surveyed developments in English literature, 

admiring with reservations Abraham Cowley's translations of Pindar's Greek odes, 

regularized into the English vernacular. While a ̀ servile' method of translation was 

not to be admired, it was also possible to go too far in asserting creative freedom; 

Johnson thought Cowley had ̀ spread his wings so boldly that he left his authors. It 

was reserved for Dryden to fix the limits of poetical liberty, and give us just rules and 

examples of translation. ' 23 In his first Discourse to the Royal Academy students, 

Reynolds does not hesitate to recommend ̀an implicit obedience to the Rules ofArt, 

as established by the practice of the great Masters. ' Those artists wishing instead to 

proceed under their own intuition will soon find their progress impeded by their own 

ignorance: 

Every opportunity, therefore, should be taken to discountenance that false and 
vulgar opinion, that rules are the fetters of genius. They are fetters only to 
men of no genius; as that armour, which upon the strong is an ornament and a 
defence, upon the weak and mis-shapen becomes a load, and cripples the body 

which it was made to protect. 26 

Augustan-neoclassical treatises, and their often defensive tone, are in dialogue with 

the increasing calls for originality in English poetry--a theme that was spilling over 

into the pictorial arts as well. Edward Young's Conjectures on Original Composition 

of 1759 decried the kind of creativity that relied on a slavish imitation of correct 

prototypes, prompting his metaphor of rules as crutches: ̀ a needful Aid to the Lame, 

tho' an Impediment to the Strong'. 27 For William Duff, genius of the most original 

sort is distinguished by its vivid and inventive imagination, `by which it sketches out 

a creation of its own, discloses truths that were formerly unknown, and exhibits a 

succession of scenes and events which were never before contemplated or conceived'. 
Furthermore, the original author must ̀ burst the barriers of a separate state, and 

24 Portraits by Sir Joshua Reynolds, cd. by Frederick W. Hilles (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 
1952), 66. See also Hilles, The Literary Career of Reynolds, 117. 
'5 Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Poets, Vol. II, 364, quoted in J. C. D. Clark, Samuel Johnson, Literature, 
religion and English cultural politics from the Restoration to Romanticism (Cambridge University 
Press, 1994), 25-6. 
26 Delivered 2 Jan. 1769, Reynolds, Discourses, 17. 
27 Edward Young, Conjectures on Original Composition (London: A. Millar and R. and J. Dodsiey, 
1759) 28. 
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disclose the land of Apparitions, Shadows, and Dreams'. 28 But this method of 

creativity ill accords with the standard version of artistic practice, which incorporated 

quotations from past masters as knowing and witty advertisements of a writer's, or an 

artist's, erudition. The viewer of Reynolds's Master Crewe as Henry the VIII or his 

Three Ladies Adorning a Term of Hymen (fig. 4) would be expected to recognize his 

sources-be it Holbein or Poussin and Romanelli. 29 While such selective borrowing 

in portraiture or history painting carried the weight of classical and renaissance 

approbation, there was also another position to take within the discourses of 

originality and imitation. The classical writers Seneca and Macrobius discussed 

imitation in terms of the metaphor of the bee: the gathering of pollen from different 

flowers and the following digestion that transformed the materials into nectar 

provided an appropriate pattern for the poet wishing to build on earlier textual models. 

Yet the digestive process could be so transformative, and the resulting creation so 

completely new, that the original model was no longer apparent. 30 This 

`dissimulative' version of imitation, which implies an emulative, even eristic, 

relationship with the original model, is most closely analogous with Romney's 

favoured method of illustrating literature. His use of continuous narrative; his 

conflation of various themes and scenes; his violation of the Aristotelian unities-all 
departed from the academic norms of history painting. 

Hayley, who was accustomed to finding suitable subjects for Romney during a ̀ chace 

of ideas', understood, whether he approved of it or not, that the artist would then 

transform the model in his idiosyncratic way: `Romney was willing to take a leading 

idea from one of our great poets, but he had an excursive vigour and richness of 

fancy, that made him delight in adding images of his own creation to those, that were 

28 William Duff, An Essay on Original Genius and its various modes of exertion in Philosophy and the 
Fine Arts, particularly in Poetry (London: Charles Dilly, 1767), 89,141. 
29 For Reynolds's selective borrowings sec John Newman, ̀ Reynolds and Hone, The Conjurer 
Unmasked' in Reynolds, cd. by Nicholas Penny (London: the Royal Academy of Arts, 1986), 344-354; 
R. Wittkower, `Imitation, Eclecticism, and Genius' in Aspects of the Eighteenth Century, cd. by E. R. 
Wasserman, (Baltimore, 1965), 143-161. 
30 For the various renaissance and classical models of imitation see G. W. Pigman, ̀ Versions of 
Imitation in the Renaissance', Renaissance Quarterly 33 (1980): 1-32. Haylcy states (Life ofRomney, 
328) that one of the treatises on art that Romney admired was that of Mengs, which uses the bee 
metaphor to explain how `Art can easily surpass Nature; for since no flower produces honey from 
every part, the Bee visits that only from which it can extract the richest sweets; thus can also the skilful 
painter gather from all the creation the best and most beautiful parts of nature, and produce by this 
Artifice the greatest expression and sweetness. ' The Works ofAnthony Raphael Mengs...., trans. by 
Joseph Nicholas D'Azara (London: R. Faulder, 1796) I: 19. 

9 



furnished by the author, from whom he caught the groundwork of his intended 

composition. ' 31 While it might be more acceptable for a poet to attempt to operate 
from the principles of an original genius, an artist would find less support in his or her 

attempts to create in an unfettered manner. Edward Edwards's unsympathetic 
biography of Romney expresses well the conventional view: 

He made some attempts in historic painting, but his compositions in that line 
of art are conducted too much upon those eccentric principles which have 
lately been displayed in painting as well as poetry. This peculiarity is easily 
distinguishable in the pictures which he painted for Boydell's Shakspeare 
Gallery, which have so little solidity of expression, that it is difficult to 
discover what scenes they are intended to represent. 32 

Romney's life-long interest in Shakespeare made him a likely artist to take on the 

challenge of original-genius creation as so much of this discourse centred on the 

National Poet and Presiding Genius. 33 Indeed, it was predominately his experimental 
illustration of The Tempest, painted for the Boydell Shakespeare Gallery, on which 
Romney staked his critical reputation as a history painter (fig. 5). But attempting to 

emulate Shakespeare was the province of the poet: built into the treatises on genius 

was the presumption that the painter would be following the poet's lead. William 

Duff, while arguing for the daring methods of an original genius, upheld the standard 

relationship between poetry and painting, believing that more imagination was 

required of the poet. He concludes a long paragone favouring poetry over painting 

with praise of Virgil's description of a sea-storm in the Aeneid, which was superior to 

seascapes executed by even ̀ the ablest Masters in the Art of painting'. 34 It is 

tempting to see Romney's sublime and innovative Tempest as a conscious retort to 

such conventional views. 

Dryden's Art of Painting had commented on the consequences of undisciplined 

creativity and the potential hazards of this method: 
The thoughts of a Man endued with good Sence are not of kin to visionary 
madness; Men in Feavers are onely capable of such Dreams. Treat then the 
Subjects of your Pictures with all possible faithfulness, and use your Licences 

31 Hayley, Life of Romney, 208-9. 
32 Edward Edwards, Anecdotes of Painters who have Resided Or Been Born In England (London: T. 
Payne, 1808), 279. 
33 For the importance of Shakespeare to British artists of the era who were attempting to redefine the 
idea of the artist see William L. Pressly, TheArtist as Original Genius: Shakespeare's 'Fine Frenzy' in 
Late-Eighteenth-Century British Art (University of Delaware Press, forthcoming). 
34 Duff, Essay on Original Genius, 198. 
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with a becoming boldness, provided they be ingenious, and not immoderate 
and extravagant. 35 

In other words, given the understanding that the goal of all the arts is to be morally 
improving, to instruct and please, subjects must be chosen that are accepted and easily 

recognized; on the other hand, if an artist entertains a dissimulative relationship with 
the literary text, then the original subject and its inherent moral will be lost. Yet 

certain artists in the second half of the eighteenth century began to rebel against the 

second-class status of the art of painting. From the late 1760s onward, painters such 

as James Jefferys, John and Alexander Runciman, Henry Fuseli, and James Barry 

appear to be appropriating the challenges aimed at writers to create sublime and 

supernatural subject matter, and began to disclose ̀ Apparitions, Shadows, and 
Dreams' for themselves. 36 John Hamilton Mortimer, who was capable of painting 
historical pictures conventional enough to win a prize from the Society for the 

Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce in 1763, became increasingly 

given to creating unusual and horrific subjects. His Incantation of 1770 (fig. 6) was 

painted from no specific literary source; however, within a new construct of ulpictura 

poesis, the purchaser of the work engaged William Mickle to create a poem around 
it. 37 Such works, when exhibited at the Royal Academy or the Society of Artists, 

brought their creators much notoriety and did not escape the censure and ridicule of 

the public and the press. Even though Romney lacked the public exuberance of this 

generation of artists-he ceased to exhibit at the Society of Artists after 1772-his 

public perception was that of a fashionable portraitist who also dabbled in this sort of 
horror on the side. In the comments written down in his 1783 copy of the Royal 

Academy exhibition catalogue, Horace Walpole included Romney, who had not 

exhibited publicly for more than a decade (and never at the Royal Academy), among 

the artists who were indulging in a taste for un-classicizing subjects: ̀ Of late, Barry, 

Romney, Fuseli, Mrs. Cosway, & others, have attempted to paint Deities, Visions, 

Witchcraft &c, but have only been bombast & extravagant, without true dignity. 38 

35 Dryden, Art of Painting, 80. 
36 Duff, Essay on Original Genius, 141. See Pressly, The Artist as Original Genius for a discussion of 
the fulfilment of the discourse of original genius among a new generation of artists veering from 
standard subject matter and standard methods of creativity. 37 The Sorceress; or Wolold and Ulla is written in imitation of medieval ballads. The Poetical Mork s 
o 'William Mickle, with The Life of the Author (London, C. Cooke, 1794), xxv. 3A photocopy of Walpole's annotated exhibition catalogue is in the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale 
University. Walpole's comments may have been sparked by Fuseli's R. A. exhibit of 1783, The Weird 
Sisters. The PublicAdvertiser (1 May) considered this painting 'like every Thing else of Mr Fusili's, 
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By this time Romney had learned how to capitalize on his outsider status and had 

found an alternative method for keeping his name before the public: his friendships 

with poets and writers ensured positive commentaries on his literary designs as well 

as portraits while avoiding the newspaper criticisms aimed at the public exhibitions. 

Romney's earliest important literary connection in London was the playwright and 

poet Richard Cumberland (1732-1811), with whom he cultivated a friendship some 

time after arriving in London from Kendal in 1762, leaving behind a wife and small 

son-a fact of great consternation to those writing about the artist in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century during his Duveen-era renaissance. 39 Although there is 

some confusion over the dating of the several portraits Romney painted of 

Cumberland, they seem to have appeared at propitious moments in the rising writer's 

career: a conventional poet's portrait, pen-in-hand (fig. 7), was probably painted as 

Cumberland was writing his first plays in the late 1760s. 4° Another one, depicting 

him in the flattering guise of a quasi-togate thinker (fig. 8), is most likely the portrait 

exhibited at the Society of Artists in 1771 and then engraved by Valentine Green, 

which coincides with the run of his very successful comedy The West Indian. 41 

Cumberland was not a writer answering the calls for supernatural or sublime subjects, 

but he was aware of developments occurring in the arts. Just prior to the Society of 
Artists exhibition of 1770, Cumberland wrote to Romney advising him on the two 

paintings he was preparing to submit that were intended to represent John Milton's 

poems L'Allegro and IlPenseroso (figs. 9 and 10). Cumberland thought that Romney 

would be mistaken to title his pendant personifications after Milton's poems. He 

found these Italian phrases too `modern, barbarous, and affected' to be suitable for the 

paintings as 

in the "extravagant and erring Spirit"-- he draws correctly, but his imagination, impetuous but not full, 
is the most incorrect Thing imaginable! ' Quoted in Martin Myronc, Gothic Nightmare, Fuselt, Blake 
and the Romantic Imagination (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 130. 
39 The hard feelings toward Romney's domestic improprieties by the Victorians is perhaps best 
expressed in Alfred, Lord Tennyson's poem Romney's Remorse of 1889, which fantasizes that 
Romney, who returned to Kendal and the care of this long-neglected wife for the last three years of his 
life, realizes at the eleventh hour that her loving attention was worth more than all of his 
accomplishments in art. See Robert Inglesfield, 'Tennyson's "Romney's Remorse"', Transactions of 
the Romney Society 7 (2002): 27-31. 
40 See Alex Kidson, George Romney 1734-1802 (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2002), 91-93. 
Another Cumberland portrait with writer's iconography is in the National Portrait Gallery, London, but 
probably dates from a few years later. See fig. 81. 
' Ibid. Kidson speculates that this portrait is the one identified by Horace Walpole in his Society of 

Arts catalogue for 1771 as ̀Mr. Cumberland author of the West Indian comedy... the nose seems quite 
to project'. 
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They are borrowed from poetry, and by bringing Milton's descriptions to our 
minds, they rob your ideas of their originality. Descriptive poetry has been 
frequently assisted by painting, but I think the latter art has seldom excelled 
when the pencil has copied after the pen. Mr. West is now transcribing an ode 
of Horace upon canvass, and has flagrantly failed. I fancy he did not take his 
Death of General Wolfe from the paltry poem called Quebec or the Conquest 

of Canada. No, Sir, let the poets wait upon you, and give your figures their 
natural titles in their own language, or in established classical terms. The 

solemn figure is strictly that of the muse Melpomene; and Mr. Reynolds has 
led the way in calling the other Euphrosyne. I think I should render those into 
English by the titles of Meditation andMirth. 42 

Cumberland conceives of the paintings in theatrical or allegorical terms, and he is 

here urging Romney to strike out beyond mere literary illustration. The use of the 

word `transcribing' in reference to Benjamin West's painting from Horace 

underscores his assessment of this as a purely imitative, uncreative way to work. 

Without renouncing his classicizing tastes, and even while acting as a traditional 

literary advisor, Cumberland is acknowledging changing creative orders. 

Historically, poetry had usually assumed a privileged position over painting not only 

in theory but in practice, too. This translated into expectations on the part of the poet 

of deference from artists; the intellectual and social superiority of the literary figure 

was usually taken for granted. Titian displayed humility by stating that, as a painter, 

he had only provided the body (corpo) of Feast of the Gods but Equicola's poetic 

conception of the painting had supplied its soul (anima). 43 Equicola, in a treatise on 

the arts, deprecated the art of painting and its ill-educated practitioners--`idiots'--for 

producing objects that cannot be eternal: ̀ Painting perishes with time, while the fame 

of the good poet increases. Therefore just as the soul is superior to the body, and just 

as immortality must be preferred to mortality, so too poetry exceeds painting in 

I Cumberland to Romney 30 March 1770, Osborn Mss. 4058, Beinecke Library, Yale University, also 
reprinted in John Romney, Memoirs ofRomney, 62. Cumberland told Romney that if he insisted on 
titling the paintings L'Allegro and 11 Penseroso his `dramatis personae' would be liable to criticism. In 
the end, Romney's pendants were exhibited as Melancholy and Mirth. It is possible that Romney's 
original intentions with the paintings were simply to replicate the type of paired antitheses known since 
antiquity-Pliny (Natural History 34: 70) records that two of Praxitcics' statues ̀expressing opposite 
emotions are admired, his Matron Weeping and his Merry Courtesan'. Romney would again paint a 
paired Melancholy and Mirth in the 1780s, and in 1791 for the Prince of Wales he tailored two of his 
studies of Emma, Lady Hamilton to fit this mould; one became a Magdalene, and of its partner he 
wrote to her, ̀ the lively one I have made to suit Calipso'. Letter from Romney to Emma l lamilton 
quoted in Hilda Gamlin, George Romney and hisArt (London, 1894), 226. 
4 Colantuono. `DiesAlcyoniae , 239. Titian's phraseology was a commonplace in art theoretical 
discussions, and it had roots in similar statements made by Cicero in his Pro Archia Poeta. See Martin 
Warnke, The CourtArtist, (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 87. 
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excellence. '44 It will become clear that something of this attitude survived among 

most of the poets in Romney's circle. Hayley was especially attracted to artists who, 
because of their over-developed emotional sensitivities and under-developed 
intellects, required his superior faculties-especially an artist such as William Blake, 

perpetually on the verge of being reduced to `the Incapacity of an Ideot' 45 The poet 
Anna Seward (1747-1809), who met and befriended Romney while the two were 

visiting Hayley in 1782, expresses her thoughts on the natural inferiority of artists in a 
letter to Erasmus Darwin. In discussing the discovery of John Opie, the ̀ Cornish 

Wonder', by the satirical essayist Peter Pindar (Dr. John Wolcot), she mentions that 

he found Opie without any other powers of mind above those of his fellow- 
labourers in the tin-mines; and that he continued dull and unapprehensive 
upon every subject except that of painting. When nature gives to a human 
being that strong propensity to some one art or science, which produces a 
Colossus in that line, his other faculties are not always proportionally strong. 
Poetry, indeed, seems to have this superiority over painting and music, that, 
while we sometimes see a stupid man a fine performer on instruments, or a 
fine painter, we never see him a fine poet. 

Seward's opinions are a reiteration of those expressed by the fifteenth-century 

humanist Leonardo Bruni in a letter to Lauro Quirini, where the same point is made 

regarding the excellence of an artist being separate from the other intellectual 

virtues. 47 

The right of eighteenth-century British literary figures to claim a genius for pictorial 
invention, even without any talent or ability in execution, is supported not only in 

renaissance-humanist thought but also in contemporary philosophical treatises. 

Alexander Gerard's An Essay on Geniris of 1774 grants a good measure of this 

highest of faculties to those non-artists who had ̀ invented the subject of a picture, and 
in idea designed the whole of it, so that, from their description of their conception, a 

44 Colantuono, 'Dies Alcyioniac', 23940. 
45 Hayley to Lady Hesketh, 15 July 1802, British Library Add. Mss. 30803A, quoted in Morchard 
Bishop, Blake's Hayley (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1951), 278. 
46 22 May 1789, Seward to Darwin, Letters ofAnna Seward written between the years 1784 and 1807 
In 6 vols., cd. by A. Constable, Edinburgh 1811, Vol I: 272. 
47 Bruni cites Socrates' Apology for his authority. See Michael Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators, 
Humanist observers of painting in Italy and the discovery of pictorial composition 1350-1450 (Oxford 
University Press, 1971), 122-3. Any resemblance between her letters and those of Bruni's would have 
been most likely welcomed by Seward-she collected her own letters with an eye towards publication, 
even re-writing and updating some, much in the humanist tradition. See Cecil H. Clough, 'The Cult of 
Antiquity: Letters and Letter Collections' in Cultural Aspects of The Italian Renaissance. Essays in 
Honour of Paul Oskar Kristeller, ed. by Cecil H Clough (Manchester University Press, 1976), 33-67. 
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master might execute it, though they themselves never used the pencil'. 48 Ultimately, 

a genius for poetic ability is the highest as it comprises all the various philosophies. 
The practice of the more literate members of society providing artists with ideas both 

on particular subjects and their execution was common enough in this period to have 

become the topic one of Peter Pindar's satirical verses, Subjects for Painters. The 

descriptions of various topical and historical scenes follow an imaginary argument 

with Benjamin West in which the author insists, ̀ You must, you shall have tale, and 

ode, and hint. '49 Yet the contemporary satires and caricatures pretending to expose 

the follies of the established order have tended in later scholarship not to provide 

proof of the continuation of a classicizing culture throughout the eighteenth century 
but rather to obscure its workings and even deny its existence. The systematic 

ridiculing of Romney's relationships with his literary friends begins with John 

Hoppner's hostile jabs in his assessment of Hayley's Life of Romney (Quarterly 

Review, November 1809) but it is raised to an art in Allan Cunningham's biography 

of 1832: Cunningham puts together a fictive gathering at Hayley's Sussex villa 
including Romney, Charlotte Smith, William Cowper, and Anna Seward, whose 

pretensions and pomposity extended even to the ̀ ludicrous flattery' consumed at the 

breakfast table, when, 

the ordinary greetings were Sappho, and Pindar, and Raphael; they asked for 
bread and butter in quotations, and "still their speech was song. " They then 
separated for some hours: poetasters, male and female, retired, big with 
undelivered verse; and Romney proceeded to sketch from the lines of Hayley, 
or make designs as he had suggested. When the hour appointed for taking the 
air came, the painter went softly to the door of the poetess-opened it gently, 
and if he found her-"With looks all staring from Parnassian dreams, " he shut 
it and retreated: if, on the contrary, she was unemployed, he said, "Come, 
Muse; " and she answered, "Coming, Raphael. "50 

4" Alexander Gerard, An Essay on Genius (London: T. Cadell, 1774), 418. Baxandall (op. cit., 124) 
points out that Bruni, who advised Ghiberti on his bronze doors, and other humanists held that an 
ability to discern and discriminate in the arts was not related to any actual ability to practice them. 49 Peter Pindar, Subjects for Painters (London: G. Kearslcy, 1789); a New Edition, 1793; also reprinted 
in The Works of Peter Pindar, Esq., In Three Volumes (London: John Walker, 1794), Vol. II: 229-321. 
50 Allan Cunningham, The Lives of the. lost Eminent British Painters, Sculptors, and Architects 
(London; J Murray, 1832), vol. 5: 107. The group that Cunningham caricatures had never all been 
gathered together at the same time. Cowper's reputation had borne up better than the rest, and 
Cunningham had to remark that he was `among but not or the coterie', and he judges Cowper's verses 
gold compared to the ̀ Birmingham ware' of the rest, 106. 
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This parody ignores the fact that, although for the most part their brand of verse had 

become obsolete by the time Cunningham was writing, all of these poets had achieved 

popular and critical success in their day. sl 

Methodologies informed at least partly by post-Romantic notions of creative 

independence overestimate the amount of disapproval that was shown over deference 

to patrons and artistic collaboration in the period and underestimate the sheer 

orthodoxy of artist-advisor relationships. Benedict Nicolson, in the first major 

twentieth-century study of Joseph Wright of Derby (1734-1797), clearly deplores the 

fact that the artist involved a wide group of patrons and advisors, including Josiah 

Wedgwood, William Hayley and Erasmus Darwin, in the development of his works. 

While painting The Corinthian Maid in 1782, Wright sent Hayley a sketch of the 

work and asked for his advice on everything from the lighting and the still-life objects 

to be included to the proper expression for the face of the maid. Nicolson reproduces 

a portion of this fascinating letter from Wright to Hayley but remarks, ̀There can be 

few examples since the Renaissance where a painter has relied so heavily on a poet 

for so many details in a single picture-and there are further points that Wright raises 

in the same letter which we have omitted simply out of fear of growing tedious. '52 In 

Painting for Money: the Visual Arts and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century 

England David H. Solkin's discussion of Wright ignores his paintings from literature 

and his extensive use of advisors in order to portray the artist in quite a different light. 

Solkin focuses instead on Wright's earlier scenes of modern academies and scientific 

conversation-pieces, such as An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump of 1768, using 

5' Hayley, whose works in the 1780s went through several editions, received particularly positive 
criticism in the Monthly Review, such as the piece discussing the Essay on History of 1780 (LXIII: 30- 
38), which celebrated ̀this new star in the poetical hemisphere, whose appearance we noted with so 
much pleasure, continues to shine, if possible, with increasing splendor'. John Brewer has seen past 
the denigration of Seward and her circle by earlier biographies, such as E. V. Lucas's A Swan and her 
Friends, 1907, and re-assessed her importance to a community of provincial poets in Pleasures of the 
Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century (London: Harper Collins, 1997), Chapter 15, 
`Queen Muse of Britain: Anna Seward of Lichfield and the Literary Provinces'. Charlotte Smith also 
received favourable mentions in the Monthly Review, and her Elegiac Sonnets was heavily subscribed 
among the fashionable elite. See Loraine Fletcher, Charlotte Smith, a Critical Biography (London: 
Macmillan Press, 1998). Cowper's continuing reputation is the most assured, yet ironically he was the 
least prolific and the most reclusive of this group. N, ayley's repeated entreaties to William Pitt 
eventually secured Cowper the promise of a pension in 1794 for services to poetry. 
52 Benedict Nicolson, Joseph Wright of Derby, Painter of Light (London and New York: the Paul 
Mellon Foundation for British Art, 1968), Vol. I: 145. In letters to Hayley and Wedgwood, Wright 
gave each of them the credit for being the first to suggest The Corinthian Maid Nicolson reproduces 
extracts of some of the many letters between Wright and his circle during the 1780s, when the artist 
was especially focusing on painting scenes from literature, see 130-157. 
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these paintings to illustrate his argument about the radical, democratizing changes that 
had taken place in English culture since the beginning of the century, when Anthony 

Ashley Cooper, the third Earl of Shaftesbury, dictated instructions to artists in his 

employ while also attempting to dictate taste and morals to society's elites. 53 

Similarly, lain Pears has supposed that 

The ideal of the patron collaborating with the artist in order to achieve exactly 
the sort of work he wanted-a process demonstrated in its more extreme form 
by the Earl of Shaftesbury's creation of his Judgement of Hercules-becomes 
exceptionally rare as this period progresses. On occasion, traces of the more 
involved and enthusiastic patron can be found, such as Archbishop Drummond 
reading extracts of Tacitus to West in order to give him an idea of what he 
wanted in the Agrippina; or George III repeating the operation by reading the 
poor man Livy for the Final Departure of Regulus. S4 

Romney's career is particularly susceptible to this kind of misunderstanding given the 

great number of experimental and modern-appearing designs in sketchbooks; on loose 

sheets; and in large-scale black chalk cartoons, which were, according to John 

Flaxman, ̀ examples of the sublime and terrible, at that time perfectly new in English 

art' (fig. 11) ." 
However, there are primary sources of a different category, and 

equally voluminous, that are usually dismissed as regrettable and embarrassing 
distractions: the letters to and from literary advisors and the verses that were 
dedicated to Romney as well as other encomiastic writings on his art. Yet these help 

to put his works and his career into a fuller context and make the reciprocal benefits 

between the painter and the poets clear. 56 

53 David H. Solkin, Painting for Money, The Visual Arts and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century 
England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1992), Chapter 6, 'Joseph Wright of Derby 
and the Power of the Aesthetic' and Introduction, 'On Painting, Commerce and the "Public" in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain', especially pp 4-13 on Shaftesbury's aesthetics and his relationships with 
John Closterman and Paolo dc Matthcis, who painted his portrait and The Judgement of Ilercules 
respectively. 
S' lain Pears, The Discovery of Painting: the Growth oflnterest in the Arts in England 1680-1768 (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1988), 143. Given that John Gait's idealised biography of 
West, heavily supervised by the artist himself, is the source for such information it can be presumed 
that this kind of creative process was not considered derogatory to the artist in any way. Furthermore, 
the possibly embellished episodes mentioned of West being nod to also serve to evoke the well-known 
anecdote about Rubens having Tacitus read to him while he painted. See John Galt, The Life and 
Works of Benjamin West, &q... Part 11 (London, 1820), 12. 
ss Flaxman's very favourable criticism of Romney's works, specifically his black chalk cartoons of 
various literary subjects, appeared in Hayley's Life of Romney, 309. 

This partial view of Romney in the biographies and criticism has been the norm from the nineteenth 
century to the present. Romney's contact with Hayley lasted from 1776 until the former's death in 
1802, yet this has not hitherto inspired a substantial critical analysis of their collaborations, nor have 
the relationships between Hayley and the other artists in his circle received much in-depth study. 
Morchard Bishop's Blake's Hayley (London: Victor Gollancz, 195 1) essentially takes the form of a 
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Part 11 The Creation of Fame: Writing about Romney 

Allan Cunningham remarked that although Romney struggled for success in his early 

years in London, eventually, ̀ No artist of that day was more berhymed or bepraised. 

Nameless bards led the way, and their betters followed, with epistles melodious and 
long. '57 Romney was the subject of two different poems declaring that the arts had at 
long last returned to Britain and he would be the artist to bring glory to the nation. 
His portraits, subject pictures, graphic designs, and even works not necessarily 

executed but only imagined by the writer were praised in epigrams, odes, sonnets, and 

ekphrases. Eulogistic writings followed soon after his death, mostly from the same 

pens that had celebrated him in life. Despite a distaste for the form and tone taken in 

much of the writing on Romney, Cunningham perceived the careful contrivances 
behind them: 

Of all our eminent artists Romney has perhaps been the most fortunate in his 
biographers. Reynolds squandered his wines, his portraits, and finally, his 
fortune, on men of skill and genius; yet none of them wrote a word worthy of 
him when he was gone. Romney moved among persons of less literary 
eminence, yet his character as a man and his talents as a painter have been 
more cleverly as well as cordially dealt by. 58 

Romney's body of work from the period in Kendal and the early years in London 

before he is known to have been closely associated with any major poets or writers 

reveals that he was easily finding plenty of interesting subjects: designs from 

mythology such as Perseus and Andromeda; episodes from Tasso's Jerusalem 
Delivered; scenes from British literature and history, such as King Lear, Romeo and 
Juliet, The Death ofDavid Rizzio, and Elfrida and a picture from recent history, the 
first depiction of The Death of General Wolfe, are present either in sketchbooks or 

were known to have been painted and exhibited. 59 But in addition to his yearning for 
`the sublimer works of the poets', and his happiness when ̀any of his literary friends 

Hayley biography and indeed provides a thin account of William Blake's artistic involvement milli Hayley. 
s' Cunningham, Lives of the British Painters, 1829-33,5: 80. 
ss Ibid., 47. 
59 See John Romney's list of works in the Kendal Lottery in Memoirs of Romney, 24.5. See also Alex 
Kidson and Yvonne Romney Dixon, 'Romney Sketchbooks in Public Collections', Transactions of the Romney Society 8 (1993), sketchbooks in the Huntington Library, Abbot Hall and Kcndal Town Hall. 
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would furnish him with subjects from which he might make his selection', 60 Romney 

obviously understood the more significant services that his connections with poets 

and other writers could provide. 

In his Lives of the Painters Giorgio Vasari comments in several places on the fame 

and glory that poets were able to bring to his contemporary and earlier Italian artists. 

In mentioning Petrarch's verses to Simone Martini; Pietro Bembo's and Ariosto's 

praise of Giovanni Bellini; and Giovanni dell Casa's sonnet to Titian he remarks, 
`What greater reward can our artists desire for their labours than to be celebrated by 

the pens of illustrious poets. ', 61 As a biographer, of course, he, too, added fame to the 

artists and works he discussed. Vasari was only repeating the pattern set by the first- 

century historian Pliny the Elder, who praised particular antique artists and their well- 
known works-which had become better known in the poetry that sang their praises. 

Referring to a statue by Myron celebrated in verse, Pliny makes the pithy observation 

that `most men owe their reputation more to someone else's talent than their own'. 62 

This was still patently true in eighteenth-century Britain: those who were writing 

about Romney and promoting his career were also in the process of building their own 

reputations and saw the advantages of an association with a fashionable artist. 

Richard Cumberland recalled in his Memoirs bringing the prominent actor and 

manager David Garrick to Romney's studio in 1768 to survey his latest works. 
Noticing an in-progress portrait of Cumberland, Garrick commented on its merits and 
advised the artist to depict the sitter with a pen in his hand, ̀ a paper on his table, and 

make him a poet; if you can once set him down well to his writing who knows but in 

time he may write something in your praise? '63 Cumberland comments that Garrick's 

words were not `absolutely unprophetical', though he demurs from listing his many 

writings on the artist. Throughout their long friendship Cumberland would publish 

verses addressed to Romney in the Public Advertiser in 1770; dedicate two odes to 

60 John Romney, Memoirs ofRomney, 156-7. 
61 Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects, 1" published 1551,2d cd. 1568; 
this edition trans. by A. B. Hinds (London, J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1950), Vol. II: 52. 
62 Pliny the Elder, Natural history in Ten Books, trans. by H. Rackman (Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), Vol. IX: Book 34, line 55. 
63 Memoirs of Richard Cumberland, 310. See figs. 7 and 8; footnotes 40 and 41. Garrick was 
accustomed to advising artists, particularly Francis Hayman, see Brian Allen, Francis (layman (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987), 17. 
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him in 1776 (To the Sun and To Dr. Robert James); compose an imaginary ekphrasis 
featuring Romney as Timanthes that was used to puff the Boydell Shakespeare 

scheme in The Observer; refer to Romney's works in the text of his novel Arundel of 
1789; and write an obituary-biography for the European Magazine in 1803. A 

classical scholar and a government official, Cumberland was just becoming known as 

a playwright at the time he befriended Romney. His first successful play, The Two 

Brothers of 1769, which included reference in the epilogue to Reynolds's portrait of 

Garrick between the comic and tragic muses, 64 was followed by his popular 

sentimental comedy The West Indian, which opened January 1771, and for which 
Romney designed the title page vignette of Tragedy and Comedy (fig. 12). It was 

around this time that Cumberland published his verses to Romney in the Public 

Advertiser-verses that speak of Romney as if he were one of the noble protagonists 
in a Cumberland play whose patience and virtue are rewarded in the end. The poem 
despairs of the ̀ Gothic rage' and ̀ monkish ignorance' that brought an end to the 

classical era but it rejoices at the revival of art in Italy and the now burgeoning British 

school. With Reynolds to lead the way, and followed by Cotes, Dance, 

Gainsborough, Mortimer, Stubbs, Wright, Zoffany, and West, this artistic community 
lacks a certain figure who stands at the seaside 

Apart, and bending o'er the azure tide, 
With heav'nly Contemplation* by his side, 
A pensive artist stands in studious mood, 
With down-cast looks he eyes the ebbing flood; 
No wild ambition swells his temperate heart, 
Himself as pure and patient as his art; 
Nor sullen sorrow, nor intemp'rate joy 
The even tenour of his thoughts destroy: 
Shunn'd by the bold, unnotic'd by the proud, 
He strays at distance from the clam'rous crowd; 
A blushing, backward candidate for fame, 
At once his country's honour, and its shame. 
-Rous'd then at length, with honest pride inspir'd, 
Romney, advance! be known, and be admir'd. 

*The few who attended the unfashionable exhibition at Spring Gardens, may 
possibly recollect to have seen a full-length figure, which answers to this 
character, painted b' a Mr. Romney, a name totally unknown to the modern 
professors of virtu. 

See Martin Postle, Sir Joshua Reynolds, the Subject Pictures (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
31. 
65 First published in the PublicAdveriiser 12 June 1770 and reprinted in John Romney, Memoirs of Romney, 63-66. Cumberland also reprints the poem in a slightly amended version in his own Memoirs 
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Cumberland here refers to the recent Society of Arts exhibition that included 

Romney's pendant paintings Melancholy and Mirth, and although he had earlier 

steered Romney away from titling them 1 Allegro and Il Penseroso and thus 

illustrating Milton's poetry, these verses incorporate imagery taken directly from Il 

Penseroso. Phrases about the pensive subject with down-cast looks accompanied by 

Contemplation not only bring Milton to mind but also cast Romney as the 

melancholic personification himself. Cumberland understood the sophisticated poetic 

tool of allusion: by referencing II Penueroso, he was able to align Romney and 

himself with the highly-respected seventeenth-century English poet in the context of a 

new, original work. This was an important aspect of the creative thrust of eighteenth- 

century British literature-an aspect which had nothing to do with the servile practice 

of transcription-and an idiosyncratic form of allusion would be an equally important 

device for Romney as well. 66 

Cumberland's verses and odes dedicated to Romney, and his simultaneous rise as a 

literary figure-not to mention the portraits of him well known through exhibitions 

and engravings-probably provided inspiration to the struggling younger poet and 

playwright William Hayley (fig. 13), for in 1778 he published A Poetical Epistle to an 

Eminent Painter, addressed to Romney. The Epistle follows the same basic 

Enlightenment theme of progress in the arts and society that Cumberland's poem had 

done but in a greatly expanded version. The rise of the arts in Greece, their decline 

and revival, and their recent arrival in Britain (with Reynolds being the first to be 

touched by the muse of painting) is also spun out in Augustan-neoclassical couplets, 

but lengthy, scholarly notes augment the superficial criticism and facile rhymes. 

Hayley advises Romney to shun the vanity of portraiture for a higher genre and even 

offers specific subjects of a nationalistic flavour to the artist, who `art has chosen, 

of 1807. Describing Romney as totally unknown to connoisseurs is an untrue rhetorical flourish but 
also an indication of Cumberland's attempts to claim as his exclusive discovery this new talent. At this 
goint Romney was actively exhibiting his works and receiving public notice. 

See Christopher Ricks, Allusion to the Poets (Oxford University Press, 2002), Part I 'The Poet as 
Heir' for the anxieties of Augustan literature regarding its relationship with the Shakespearean and 
Miltonic achievement alongside the appropriation of the new, neoclassical genre. For the influence of 
Milton's L'Allegro and 11 Penseroso on the eighteenth century see Geoffrey H. l lartman, 'False 
Themes and Gentle Minds', Poets of Sensibility and the Sublime, ed. by Harold Bloom (New York: 
Chelsea House Publisher, 1986), 19-30; Raymond Kiblansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Said, Saturn 
and Melancholy (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1964), 227-231; Eleanor M. Sickels, The Gloomy 
Egoist (New York: Octagon Books, 1969, reprint, Columbia University Press, 1932), 14-16 and 
Chapter Two, 'Invocations to Melancholy'. 
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with successful hand / To spread her empire o'er this honor'd land'. The Epistle was 

well-reviewed and a popular success, and both Hayley's and Cumberland's attentions 

to Romney became a talking point in London society. Edward Gibbon remarked of 

the verses that, `if they did not contribute much to [Romney's] professional 

prosperity, they may be justly called an elegant advertisement of his merit'. 67 Fanny 

Burney wrote to her sister of Samuel Johnson's comments in 1778 on the rise of 
`Romney, the Painter, who has lately got into great business, & who was first 

recommended & patronized by Mr. Cumberland. "See, Madam, said Dr. Johnson, 

Laughing, what it is to have the favour of a Literary man! "'68 Even after Romney's 

death the verses and their effects were still remembered and discussed. In 1803 Ozias 

Humphry, who had travelled with Romney to Rome thirty years earlier, told Joseph 

Farington that Hayley's poem to Romney, which appeared not long after his return 
from Italy, had been ̀ of great service' to the artist. 69 The writer of Humphry's 

obituary in 1810 mentioned Hayley's poem, which was ̀ commended by the critics, 

quoted by the newspapers, magazines, and reviews, and, in short, became so popular a 

subject of attention, that it diverted the public favour to Romney, whose long- 

established reputation had well qualified him to profit by the kind intentions of his 

poetical encomiast'. 70 

There is little doubt that Hayley expected-and got-substantial returns for his 

`signal' services to Romney. 71 Although his initial, introductory letter of 1776 invited 

Romney down to Eartham for a rest from the drudgery of his portraiture business, 
Hayley soon set him to work as his in-house portraitist. 72 This first of Romney's 

annual late-summer, early-autumn visits to Hayley was productive of portraits of two 

67 Hayley, Life of Romney, 63. 
68 Letter from Fanny to Susanna Burney, 26 Sept. 1778, The Early Journals and Letters of Fanny 
Burney, cd Larse E. Troide and Stewart J. Cooke, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994) Vol III: 168 
69 Farington 's Diary, 15 May 1803, VI: 2031 
'0 Anonymous, Biographical Account of the late Mr. (Lias Humphrey. April 1810', Gentleman's 
Magazine LXXX Vol. I: 378-380. 
" This is certainly how John Romney felt. After his father's death John was involved in several 
squabbles with Bayley over financial matters and arguments over the ownership of certain portraits. 
Complaining in a letter of 22 August 1803 to Thomas Greene about an old, un-repaid loan from his 
father to Hayley, John remarks that Haylcy ̀ insults my father's memory by saying it is no more than a gust return for his signal services.... ' NAL Ms. L1948/4031/21. 
2 Hayley, Life ofRomney, 71-76. William Blake found himself in a similar situation many years later: 

at the invitation of Haylcy and the promise of meaningful work, Blake relocated to Sussex but he found 
himself underemployed. He complained of his f ustrations to his friends and family at this time. Sec 
The Letters of William Blake with related documents, cd. by Geoffrey Keynes (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 3'd edition, 1980), especially William Blake to James Blake, 30 January 1803,50. 
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of his close friends, then also visiting: William Long, the eminent surgeon, and John 

Thornton, a lawyer who had been at Trinity Hall, Cambridge with Hayley. 

Subsequently, his library would fill up with Romney's painted faces. Hayley recalled 

that Romney was ̀ particularly pleased by my reading to him, Italian books upon 

painting', and he was delighted with the anecdotes in Vasari's Lives. 73 It is difficult 

to imagine that Hayley did not read aloud Vasari's comments on painters fortunate 

enough ̀ to live in the time of some famous writer, by whose works they sometimes 

receive a reward of eternal honour and fame in return for some small portrait or other 

courtesy of an artistic kind'. 74 The artist's son recognized that `posthumous fame was 

an object of Mr. Romney's ambition', and he observed that Hayley's intimation that 

he was to write Romney's biography made his father ̀ extremely afraid of doing any 
7s thing that might give offence', and made him vulnerable to Hayley's manipulations. 

Romney's gifts of portraits fit into a culture of flattery outlined in Reggie Allen's 

essay ̀The Sonnets of William Hayley and Gift Exchange'. Allen sees Hayley's 

method of inserting himself into the sphere of prominent characters with an 

introductory letter and an accompanying laudatory sonnet as a means of securing an 

artistic community of painters and poets based on sympathy and reciprocity. Ideally, 

the recipient should respond positively, but even if they did not, Hayley could still 

publish the poem he had sent: ̀Each sonnet he published thus reiterated his role as a 

poet. Those that praised other artists reaffirmed his generosity as a patron and those 

that praised other patrons reaffirmed his social connections. The works his artists 

produced about him performed the same social functions as the works by him. 76 The 

exchanges of verse between Hayley and Anna Seward, and Hayley and William 

Cowper are mirrored by Romney's portraits of these figures and the sonnets addressed 
to him expressing their thanks and admiration of his ability to 'trace/On chart or 

canvass, not the form alone/And semblance, but, however faintly shown, /The mind's 

73 Hayley, Life of Romney, 328. 
74 Vasari, Lives of the Artists, 1: 128. Vasari is here discussing the relationship between Simone 
Martini and Peirarch, and the gift of a portrait of Laura. 
'S John Romney, Memoirs of Romney, 140,164. 
76 Reggie Alien, ̀ nie Sonnets of William Ilayley and Gift Exchange', European Romantic Review 13 
(2002), 384. A much earlier commentator on this circle has put it more bluntly: 'Reciprocity governed 
the lower slopes of Parnassus with an iron hand..., if reciprocity is our theme it is time to come to Mr. 
Hayley himself, for it was he and Miss Seward who carried the art of mutual admiration to its highest 
point in English literature'. Lucas, A Swan and her Friends, 167. 
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impression on every face'. '? The pastel portrait that Romney had made of Cowper in 

August 1792 while both were with Hayley at Eartham (see fig. 99), remained in the 

library there after they left. Cowper laboured daily for two months, attempting 
different poetic forms, to compose the appropriate verses to commemorate this gift 
from Romney to Hayley, and he then sent the finished sonnet to Hayley for approval 
before it was given to Romney. Meanwhile, Romney was fulfilling his promise to 

Cowper to send him a portrait of Hayley. This arrived at the end of November, and 

Cowper wrote both to Romney, to thank him, and to Hayley, with verses on how this 

portrait would maintain their warm friendship. 78 Anna Seward, the ̀ Swan of 

Lichfield', also wrote sonnets inspired by her visit to Eartham and the exchange of 

portraits. Romney copied the portrait he had made of Seward for Hayley's library and 

gave it to her as a gift for her father (fig. 14). 79 Naturally, Romney received thanks 

for the portrait in the form of an ̀ impromptu' from Seward. Hayley cites this as one 

of many instances in which Romney's `benevolent affections', which were stronger 

than any `pursuit of affluence, or fame', resulted in a portrait of a member of their 

circle. 80 

The appreciative verses aimed at Romney's portraits stretched well beyond this 

particular group to include various admirers of the painter and his sitters, which 
illustrates a general climate of versifying being indulged in polite eighteenth-century 
society. In the biography of his father, John Romney reprints several of these poems, 

such as the anonymous verses on the portrait of the beautiful Miss Shakespear, ̀As 

angels lovely, and as Venus fair'. St Horace Walpole's poem on the portrait of Lady 

Craven declared, ̀Romney alone, in this fair image caught/Each Charm's expression 

" William Cowper's sonnet to Romney on the pastel portrait of the former. Cited in John Romney, 
Memoirs of Romney, 227. 
78 For the letters discussing the portraits and their accompanying verses, from August through 
December 1792, see The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, cd. by James King and 
Charles Ryskamp (Oxford University Press, 1984), Vol IV: 177.251. 
79 The provenance of the Seward portraits is uncertain. There are two known versions; one at the 
University of Vermont, the other at the Winston-Salem Public Library, North Carolina. Seward was 
highly pleased with Romney's rendering of herself: writing to Hayley 9 Nov. 1788 she calls it one of 
the finest portraits she ever saw, and she notes with pride that it has outshone an earlier portrait by 
another artist: `I keep the one by poor Kettle, for which you know I sat at nineteen, as a foil to 
Titian's, and am diverted with people taking it for my mother's picture, after they have looked at 
Romney's. ' Letters ofAnna Seward II: 190. 
80 Hayley, Life of Romney, 89-90; John Romney, Memoirs of Romney, 200-203. 
81 The poem was sent to Romney by 'U. B. ', October 1785. John Romney, Memoirs of Romney, 196. 
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and each Feature's thought'. 2 Of course this tradition extended beyond Romney and 

even on to the Anglo-American world of Gilbert Stuart, who received a poem about 

his portrait of Sarah Morton, the ̀ American Sappho', from the sitter herself. Stuart 

responded to Morton in verse-an exchange that recalls the poetry Michelangelo 

traded with admirers of his Medici Tomb sculpture Night. 83 These kinds of formulaic 

encomiums praising the artist's skill along with the attributes of the sitter derive from 

early Renaissance conventions, as demonstrated in the sonnets by Petrarch which 

praised the naturalism and mimesis in the portraits of his Laura. 84 But it is in the 

writings about Romney's subject pictures that his eulogizers are able to truly flex their 

poetic muscles and demonstrate their appropriation of other, more ambitious literary 

traditions. 

Although the larger part of Romney's business was devoted to portraiture, his 

drawings and paintings inspired by literature attracted a disproportionate share of 

literary attention. Writing about these works clearly required a greater knowledge of 

the history of art and more powers of discernment than did praising the beauty of a 

portrait. J. Cooper's ode on Milton and his Daughters (see fig. 188), painted in 1793- 

4, is more of a paean to Milton than to Romney, and it goes beyond the painted 

canvas to include a brief description of some of the sublime scenes from Paradise 

Lost in the style of the antique epigrams on art . 
85 Hayley's 1788 collection of his 

poems and plays includes the Sonnet on Romney's Picture of Cassandra, which was 

also written in the form of a quasi-ancient epigram, and it incorporates the common 

trope of comparing an artist and his or her work to the most celebrated classical 

painter, Apelles. 86 He later also wrote a sonnet on Romney's picture of . 
The Maid of 

Orleans, which illustrated Shakespeare's Henry VI Part L 87 Anna Seward took the 

opportunity of her Epistle to Mr Romney, Being Presented by Hint with a Picture of 

82 Walpole's verse is reprinted in Humpluy Ward and W. Roberts, Romney, a Biographical and 
Critical Essay with a Catalogue Raisonne of his Works (London; Thos Agnew and Sons, 1904), Vol. 
1: 51. 
83 Morton's verse and Stuart's reply of 34 lines were published in The Port Folio 18 June 1803. For 
Michelangelo see Yasari's Lives, Vol. IV: 135; Norman E. Land, The Viewer as Poet, The Renaissance 
Response to Art (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 75. 
84 See Land, The Viewer as Poet, 81-2. 
85 Repinted in John Romney, Memoirs ofRomney, 229-30. 
ß6 See David Cast, The Calumny ofApelles, A Study in the Humanist Tradition (New haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1981), Chapter Five, 'Apelles and the Tradition of the Academics'. 
Cast cites comparisons between modern and ancient painters, particularly Apelles, beginning as early 
as writings on Giotto, Simone Martini, and Jan van Eyck. 
8' Hayley, Life ofRomney, 159-60. 
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William Hayley, Esq. to expatiate not only on Hayley's portrait and his genius but also 

to muse on pictura poesis; to survey the greatest renaissance painters; and to write 

ekphrastically about John Gay's ballad Sweet William's Farewell to Black-ey'd 

Susan, a subject also treated by Romney-although it is difficult to know if she was 

writing in response to a design by Romney or if he took the hint of her poem to 

approach the subject in the first place. These writings take their cue from the 

humanist tradition, and ultimately, from the writings on art from antiquity, and 

although most of the professional writers who befriended Romney were familiar with 

Latin and Greek (Seward and Cumberland would in fact publish translations of 

literature from antiquity), there were also plenty of classical sources on art available 

in English-books which testify to a broad interest in classical culture throughout the 

eighteenth century. At the beginning of the century, the third Earl of Shaflesbury's 

influential essay A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature of the Judgment of 

Hercules gave instructions for composing an ideal history painting based on 

Xenophon's fable. 88 The theme of the choice of Hercules is also covered in Joseph 

Spence's Polymetis or, An enquiry concerning the Agreement between works of the 

Roman poets and the remains of the ancient artists, which was first published in 1747 

and went through several editions and abridgements up to 1823. John Dryden's 

translations from Ovid and Alexander Pope's translation of Homer's Iliad and 

Odyssey provided some of the more picturesque scenes from antique literature. 

Dryden's Art of Painting includes a list of antique and modem references on art in 

translation: ̀ the Library of a Painter, and a Catalogue of such Books as he ought 

either to read himself or have read to him'. 89 The Anthologia Graeca was available in 

English in many forms, not least of which was John Elsum's A Description of the 

Celebrated Pieces of Painting of the most Eminent Masters Ancient and Modern of 

1704, which translated Greek epigrams on painting, such as The Sacrifice of 
Iphigenia, Daughter ofAgamemnon; by Timanthes into rhyming couplets. Daniel 

Webb's Inquiry Into the Beauties of Painting; and into the Merits of the Most 

Celebrated Painters, Ancient andModern, 1760, was widely read. George Tumbull's 

Treatise on Ancient Painting of 1740, like Webb's Inquiry, compares specific antique 

88 Published 1713 with the second edition of Shaftesbury's Characterlsticks. This essay clearly inspired 
Reynolds's David Garrick between Tragedy and Comedy of 1762. Garrick, who was involved in the 
conception of the painting, owned Shaftesbury's essay and a French translation of the original 
Xenophon source. See Martin Postle, Reynolds, the Subject Pictures, 21-25. 
89 Dryden, Art of Painting, 129-131. 
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artists with their counterparts in modem painting-meaning Raphael, Poussin, etc. - 

which offered a template for anyone wishing to take this paragone a step further to 

include modem British artists. Hayley is one who did do this, and his wide reading is 

evident in the notes at the end of the Epistle to an Eminent Painter; the scholarly 

citations there provide a good bibliography for anyone needing guidance in the 

classical tradition of writing about art, 

The goals of the literary figures assisting Romney and other eighteenth-century 

British artists were not far removed from those of their models in the Renaissance. 

Norman E. Land has argued that the humanist writings on art, as seen in the published 

letters of Pietro Aretino, served several purposes: they showed a familiarity with the 

rhetorical descriptions of art from antiquity in epigrams and ekphrases; they 

demonstrated the writer's knowledge of art and its purposes; and they advertised the 

writer as a friend and confidant of artists--a friend important enough to be able to 

provide the artist with publicity. 90 Martin Warnke has given a further interpretation of 

Aretino's involvement in the arts. Through his poetry and prose discussions of 

paintings he built up the fame of specific artists and acted as an agent between them 

and noble patrons. In this way Aretino shared in their glory, using art `as a means to 

achieve his objectives with the princes of Europe. '91 The committee of British artists 

putting forth a plan in 1755 in favour of the establishment of a royal academy of arts 

demonstrated their awareness of the means of advancement in the arts and the mutual 

advantages available to artists and those supporting them. They explain the 

discrepancy between the historical prestige of artists on the Continent and the present 

situation at home not as an inherent lack of ability in native artists but as the result of 

less sophisticated patterns of patronage: ̀When Princes for their Grandeur, or Priests 

for their Profit, have had Recourse to Painting, the Encouragement given to the 

Professor gave Spirit to the Art; and every one thought it worth his while to 

90 Land, The Viewer as Poet 151. Several Aretino titles, including the Lettere are listed in the 
posthumous sale catalogue of Hayley's library, Sale Catalogues ofLibrarles of Eminent Persons, cd. 
by ANL Munby (London; Mansell Publishing 1971), 90 
9 Warnke, The CourtArtist, 85. See also David Cast, The Calumny ofApelles (42-43) for the 
involvement in the arts by humanists attempting to ingratiate themselves with powerful figures at court. 
There is much evidence for the intersection of art and politics in a later period, particularly as regards 
the invention of Guido Reni'sAbduction of Helen and the encomiums that shaped its reception in the 
1630s. Anthony Colantuono has demonstrated how this painting was deployed as a toot of political 
persuasion, its iconography devised within a sophisticated network of literary and political patronage 
that included papal influence. Guido Reni'sAbduction of fielen: The Politics and Rhetoric of Painting 
in Seventeenth-Century Europe (Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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distinguish himself, in Hope of sharing the Reward. '92 This suggests that the struggle 

to promote British art allowed for the importation of particular renaissance cultural 

and artistic practices and explains how Reynolds could claim over twenty years later 

that there were many literary men willing to assist artists with their history painting. 

Reynolds did not mention it but there were also many literary women who were ready 

to align themselves with sympathetic artists in order to enjoy the same mutual benefits 

as did their male counterparts. Helen Maria Williams (1761-1827), a young poet new 

to London in the early 1780s, quickly immersed herself into elite, intellectual circles 

and formed her career as a writer of prose and verse addressing progressive themes 

such as the abolition of slavery and the European exploitation of Native Americans. 

The lengthy list of subscribers to her collection of verse published in 1786 comprises 

the most fashionable and liberal members of the nobility, prominent Whigs, and the 

literati; and it also includes Hayley and his wife, Eliza, as well as both Romney and 

Reynolds. These two artists receive a mention in her poem An Ode on the Peace, 

written in 1783, which celebrates the new era brought by the end of hostilities 

between Britain and her former colonies in America: 

Bright painted living forms shall rise, 
And wrapt in Ugolino's woe, 
Shall Reynolds wake unbidden sighs 
And Romney's graceful pencil flow, 
That Nature's look benign pourtrays*, 
When to her infant Shakspeare's gaze 
The partial nymph, "unveiled her awful face, " 
And bade his "colours clear" her features trace. 

*"Nature's look benign pourtrays"-a subject Mr Romney has taken from 
Gray's Progress of Poesy. 93 

Reynolds's Ugolino and his Children in the Dungeon, from Dante's In fern, was well 

known after being exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1773, and it had also received 

notice in Hayley's Epistle to Romney. 94 Yet Romney's Nature Unveiling herself to 

the Infant Shakespeare-like the Cassandra, the design of the sad, seaside damsel 

'2 The Plan of an Academy for the Better Cultivation, Improvement and Encouragement of Painting, 
Sculpture, Architecture, and the Art of Design in General.... (London, 1755), vi. Among the artists 
signing this pamphlet are Gavin Hamilton, Francis Hayman, Thomas Hudson, and Joshua Reynolds. 
93 An Ode on the Peace, reprinted in Helen Maria Williams, Poems (London: T. Caddl, 1786). 
94 James Northcote recalled that Reynolds's picture first existed as only the head of a beggar until 
either Oliver Goldsmith or Edmund Buhte suggested it be expanded into a historical picture illustrating 
Dante. See Postle, Reynolds, the Subject Pictures, 138-40. 
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Black-ey'd Susan, and the unfinished Maid of Orleans-was exhibited nowhere but 

Romney's studio; and even there it was only viewable in the form of graphite or pen 

and ink drawings, a black chalk cartoon (see figs. 134 and 138), or possibly as an 

unfinished oil. Williams's footnote within her poem reveals her familiarity not only 

with the work itself but even with the literary invention of Nature Unveiling. This 

contradicts the presumption that Romney's designs from fancy were strictly the 

personal and private exercises of a recluse and evidence of his career frustrations, 

known only to a select few (an idea fostered in the early biographies and repeated 

subsequently) but rather supports the idea that access to Romney's Cavendish Square 

home and studio carried a cachet of its own, being an alternative exhibition venue to 

the Royal Academy. 

Hayley is known to have advised both Romney and Wright of Derby against joining 

the Academy, and although Wright eventually did become an academician-albeit a 

disgruntled one-Romney never did. 95 Much has been made of Romney's supposed 

snub by the Academy in the early, faction-conscious biographies, and Cunningham 

supposed that he took pleasure in `witnessing the odium which the President's party 

incurred by keeping an artist of his talents and fame out of their ranks'. 96 But 

according to Hayley, Romney made a conscious choice-after persuasion to avoid 

the inevitable aggravations of a ̀ post so ill suited to a mind of sensibilities too acute 

for the peaceful enjoyment of a high public station'. Yet, paradoxically, Hayley's 

arguments in favour of `confining the display of his works, whether portraits or fancy 

pictures, to the circle of his own domestic gallery' saw that domestic setting become 

`a favorite scene of general resort'. 97 Romney's business and social life certainly did 

not suffer for his distance from the Academy; as a viewing space his studio attracted 

opposition figures as prominent as Charles James Fox, the Prince of Wales, the 

95 In discussing academy politics and the choice of academicians, Joseph Farington repeated a story 
about Wright's hostility towards the offer of a diploma. He further remarked that ̀ Romney & Haylcy, 
both of whom are unfriendly to the academy have contributed to prejudice Wright against it'. Diary of 
Joseph Farington, 20 Oct. 1796, III: 679-80. John Romney bitterly regretted that his father was 
influenced against the Academy and points out that he had thrived when a member of the Society of 
Artists. Memoirs ofRomney, 13940. That Romney entertained late plans to set up a small, private 
academy for the benefit of young artists argues that he was not philosophically opposed to academic 
principles but that the reasons for his lack of RA membership were more complex 

Cunningham, Lives of the British Painters, Vol. 5: 77. Cunningham argues, 'his name has lost 
nothing by coming down to posterity untagged with initials', which, by the vantage point of the early- 
mid nineteenth century, may not necessarily be true. 
97 Hayley, Life ofRomney, 100-102. 
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Duchess of Devonshire, and Thomas Paine. The comings and goings at his studio and 

home were well known-the readings of the latest plays by Cumberland or Hayley as 

well as the performances of Emma, Lady Hamilton held at Cavendish Square were 

reported in the press or disseminated through society gossip. 98 Romney's deliberate 

Academy-outsider status obviously made him stand apart in the London art world and 

made him an attractive artist to write about for anyone desiring special notice as a 

cutting-edge poet-especially those indulging in the poetry of sensibility, a genre 

infusing many of Romney's portraits and subject pictures. Such direct and indirect 

publicity of the artist and his works makes Romney's disinclination to exhibit publicly 

after his trip to Italy (the paintings contributed to the Boydell Shakespeare Gallery 

after 1790 being the notable exception) a moot point, and Hayley was one of the 

figures who benefited from Romney's aura of exclusivity. 

For all his poetic homage to the Augustan world of Pope and neoclassical couplets, 

Hayley's reputation was that of a modern, enlightened figure associated with 

progressive causes and, after the era of the French Revolution and the backlash- 

hysteria of the English `White Terror', he was considered by some as a ̀ violent 

Republican'. 99 His didactic poems from the 1770s through the 1790s-his 

publications on painting and sculpture as well as the Essay on History of 1780 and the 

Essay on Epic Poetry of 1782-do tap into the fashionable nationalistic rhetoric that 

supported the rise of British arts. The common Protestant hostility towards allegory 

and Christian iconography, resulting in anti-French and anti-Catholic sentiments, are 

present in this discourse and inform Hayley's verse as much as anyone else's, and he 

puts his sense of national pride across blatantly in his Epistle to Romney. Having 

declared that the recent military triumphs over France had caused Painting to smile on 

`this propitious ground', he characterized French painting as a perversion of beauty 

that mistook bombast for grandeur and affectation for grace: 

98 Romney's activities were most frequently reported in The World, which retained contributors who 
happened to be social acquaintances of the artist. They reported 20 Feb. 1787, 'Some days since, Mr. 
Cumberland read his new Comedy at the home of Mr. Romney, in Cavendish Square, to a select party. 
The Play is well spoken of, & we have no doubt, deserves it... ' Romney mentioned to Ilaylcy in a 
letter of 29 Aug 1791 of Lady Hamilton performing in his house in front of 'some of the nobility'. 
Later, in 1796, Romney was writing to Hayley of the prominent visitors to his 'much frequented' 
gallery, which included Charles James Fox and the Prince of Wales more than once. Haylcy, Life of 
Romney, 165,239. 

The Diary ofJoseph Farington 6 Jan. 1795,11: 289. The conservative and pro-Academy Farington 
had little patience with anyone he suspected of democratic sympathies and uses this phrase towards 
others as apparently the worst insult he can muster, 
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Loaded with dress, supremely fine advance 
Old Homer's heroes, with the airs of France. 
Indignant Art disclaim'd the motley crew, 
Resign'd their empire, and to Britain flew. 

Hayley's derision of the motives of priests and princes as patrons of the arts is framed 

more crudely. He imagines a painting commissioned by a ̀ rich Abbess' which 

Makes wild St. Francis on the canvas sprawl, 
That some warm Nun in mimic Trance may fall, 
Or fondly gazing on the pious whim, 
Feel saintly Love o'erload each lazy limb, 
Mistaking the Cloister's dull embrace, 
That cry of Nature for the Call of Grace. 1°° 

This passage gains even more bite given that it was written shortly before heated anti- 

Catholicism exploded into the Gordon Riots of 1780.101 

The success of the Epistle brought a second edition in 1779 and a third in 1781, which 

were both corrected and enlarged. The edition of 1781, now re-titled An Escay on 

Painting: in Two Epistles to Mr. Romney, incorporated changes that allowed Hayley 

to advertise his hugely popular poem of that year, Triumphs of Temper, whose 
heroine, Serena, Romney had painted, imparting `to th' ideal Fair/ Yet more than 

Beauty's bloom, and Youth's attractive air'. 102 Hayley repeated these twelve lines of 

added verse about Serena in his biography of Romney, acknowledging ̀ the zeal and 
kindness with which the colours of my friend embellished and gave celebrity to the 

most successful offspring of my Muse' (fig. 15). 103 Throughout Hayley's career, the 

benefits he received from Romney are obvious. But examination of the conditions 

that gave rise to the Epistle to an Eminent Painter argues that Hayley saw Romney 

right from the start as an expedient tool in building his own fame. This was 

recognized in the profile of Hayley that appeared in Public Characters, which charted 
his calculated rise to prominence and his search for the appropriate poetic vehicle that 

10°A Poetical Epistle to an Eminent Painter (London: T. Payne and J. Dodsiey, 1778), part lI: line 105; 
part I: 386-392; Part II: 325-330). The first edition of the Epistle was published anonymously. 01 Hayley's eye-witness account of the Gordon Riots is related in a paragraph within a long Idler of 
mainly literary matters to his friend Beridge of Derby 11 June 1780. He condemns the 'immense mob 
of sharp-visaged sour-soul'd Scotch Zealots render'd doubly frantic by religious Enthusiasm & strong 
Liquors' and expresses his strongest indignation at the damage done to Lord Mansfield's library, 
Beridge Papers, private collection, U. K. 
102 William Hayley, An Essay on Painting: in Two Epistles to Mr. Romney (London: J. Dodslcy, 1781), 
E 
1° pistle the Second, line 487-8. 

Hayley, Life ofRomney, 95. Two of the Scrcna paintings sported the very recognizable features of 
Emma Hart (Ggs. 15 and 88), which would have ensured even more notice to the painter and the poet. 
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would show him `not as a competitor for momentary and perishable applause, but as a 

candidate for noble and lasting reputation'. Hayley looked at several different topics 

on which to settle his muse, until `painting displayed attractions which decided his 

opinion.. . . 
His essay on painting was published in 1778, and Hayley regularly began 

his life as an author, in his thirty-third year'. 1°4 A comparison of Hayley's library 

before and after his association with Romney and the writing of the Epistle supports 

the view of his relatively late interest in the visual arts: Hayley's manuscript catalogue 

of his impressive collection of books compiled in 1772-3 comprises titles on painting 

numbering in the single figures. However, the 1821 posthumous sale of his library 

reveals an exponential rise in books on painting, sculpture, architecture, and 

iconography, which now total over 100--not to mention scores of other books that 

would have been useful in his role as advisor to artists, such as books on classical 

literature; modem and primitivist poetry; and cultural studies on Native Americans, 

Arabians, and the early Hebrews. 105 

The letters from John Thornton to Hayley while the latter was writing the Epistle 

illuminate further the nature of his quest for public acclaim. Thornton, who was with 

Hayley at Eartham during Romney's first visit, had been providing constant advice 

and encouragement on literary matters. Writing to Hayley, who was on a visit to 

London and sitting to Romney during September 1777, Thornton told him, 

I am pleased & provok'd with Romney, & both in the highest Degree: his 
attention & Friendship to you delights me as much as his Detention of you in 
Town chagrines me. However I must console myself for my present Loss of 
your Company by reflecting that this eminent Painter is transmitting your 
person to Posterity, as your Poetry will to late Times preserve the Memory of 
your generous & exalted Virtues. 06 

In this letter, Thornton critiqued the in-progress poem, scrutinizing every word. In 

some places he found it `too diffuse, & luxuriant in many Parts, & will bear still a 
little pruning', whereas other lines were `in Pope's best manner who is certainly a 

model in compositions of this kind'. 107 Thornton then circulated the verses among 

other literate friends, including William Long-'Longinus'-who `is convinc'd that 

104[Edward Quinn] Public Characters of 1799-1800 (London: Richard Phillips), 448. 
"For the early catalogue see Bayley Papers, West Sussex Public Record Office, Add. Mss. 52,473; 
Munby, Sale Catalogues of Libraries of Eminent Persons, 85-171. 
106 Hayley Papers, West Sussex PRO, Add. Mss. 2816; 12 Sept. 1777. 
107 Thornton to Hayley, 25 November 1777, op. cit. 
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the title should be George Romney Esq-& I think so too notwithstanding 
Cumberlands Dedication'. 108 The decision to accord Romney such prominence in the 

title was most probably considered carefully. Boswell recorded a conversation 

between Reynolds and Dr. Johnson in which they discussed the propriety of 

Cumberland having dedicated his odes of 1776 to Romney. Johnson felt that 

they would have been thought as good as Odes commonly are, if Cumberland 
had not put his name to them; but a name immediately draws censure, unless it 
be a name that bears down everything before it. Nay, Cumberland has made 
his Odes subsidiary to the fame of another man. They might have run well 
enough by themselves; but he has not only loaded them with a name, but has 
made them carry double. 109 

Hayley's Epistle was first published without any author's name given, be it out of a 

dignified modesty or cautiousness over its reception; however, after its success with 

the critics, the second edition was published with Hayley's name on the title page. 

Hayley's fame was not necessarily seen by all as of the glorious variety. After 

receiving her gift of a laurel crown, Horace Walpole wrote sardonically to Lady 

Ossory on the current mode of self-promotion through public versifying: 
I tried it on immediately; but it certainly was never made for me; it was a vast 
deal too big, and did not fit me at all... but if you would give me leave to 
present it to poor Mr. Hayley, or Mr. Cumberland, who ruin themselves in 
new laurels every day, it would make them as happy as princes; and I dare 
answer that either of them would write an ode upon you.... 110 

But perhaps the most perspicuous commentator on artistic encomiums was James 

Barry (1741-1806). As an uncompromising history painter he resented the attention 

given to the `artfully bloated names' of living portraitists and ̀ other unimportant 

triflers', which diverted the public from more important works. He understood that 

the praise of such fashionable artists had more to do with partiality and friendship 

108 Thornton to Hayley, 20 December 1777, op. cit. In his Memoirs, Hayley admits to the assistance he 
received from Thornton and Long, his 'Aristotle and Longinus', as well as from Philip Yorke, second 
Earl of Hardwicke, who discussed the poem favourably with Romney and offered ideas of 
improvement to for the second edition. Hayley `availed himseir of the suggestions and sent a letter of 
thanks to the Earl along with a flattering sonnet. This in turn elicited a letter of thanks from the Earl. 
Memoirs of the Life and Writings of William Hayley, Esq. ed. by John Johnson (London: Henry 
Colburn, 1823) 1: 172-3. 
109 James Boswell, The Life ofJohnson, cd. by R. W. Chapman (Oxford University Press, 1980), 747-8, 
12 April 1776. 
"oWalpole to Lady Ossory, 20 June 1785, The Letters of ilorace Walpole, Fourth Earl of Orford, cd. 
by Mrs. Paget Toynbee (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), Vol. 13: 271. For the tension between the 
painter of a portrait and the portrait's sitter and the competition for fame sec Leo Braudy, The Frenzy of 
Renown: Fame and its History (Oxford University Press, 1996), 285. 
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than true criticism, and indeed, even the surviving writings from antiquity actually 

said very little about the qualities of the art they were discussing. Barry felt that the 

proof of the unreliability of classical sources on art was evinced in the example of 

modern panegyrics of paintings and painters, 

which are transmitted to us through the vague exaggerated mediums of poetry 
and rhetoric, where particulars are but seldom specified, and even when they 
are, little else is discoverable than the effort of the writer to collect the whole 
powers of his own art, and to express himself with the greatest possible force 
or elegance upon the subject he has in hand, and frequently with but little 
reference to that which appears to have introduced it. Of this no one can doubt 
who has read Pope's Epistle to Jervoise, and the very spirited and elegant 
Poem lately published by Mr. Hayley. " 

If Hayley's verses to Romney were self-serving, so, too, were his suggestions of 

subjects. Wright of Derby's painting The Corinthian Maid of 1783 (fig. 16) and 

Romney's drawings of the subject of probably an earlier date (fig. 17) provide de 

facto illustrations to Hayley's Essay on Painting as this story of the founding of the 

arts is given prominence in both the text and the endnotes. The ideas embodied in the 

tale, such as love being the foundation for the pictorial arts and the implications 

involving female sacrifice and virtue provide credence to Hayley's brand of 

sentimental poetry and prose, offering classical authority for the heroic but faithful 

and chaste women in his Triumphs of Temper and Essay on 01d Maids, t 12 Anna 

Seward also offered subjects to her artist friends that would illustrate and advertise 
her latest literary endeavours. In 1788 she wrote to a friend of her work on a Runic 

ode (Herva at the tomb of Argantyr), saying she was ̀ building more than 200 rhymes, 

upon a gothic foundation... the basis appears to me far more sublime than even the 

descent of Odin; and it presents the finest possible moment to Mr Wright's fire-tipt 

pencil'. 113 An ardent admirer of Hayley, Seward treasured her friendship with him 

and recited his verse at social gatherings. She also closely followed his career path: 

' 11 Barry's comments were published in his 1783 account of his series of paintings in the Great Room 
of the Society of Arts, London, and reprinted in The Works ofJames Barry, ed. by Dr. Edward Fryer 
(London, 1809), Vol. II: 375,398,401-2. Barry felt that both ̀ moral and good' and 'hireling 
scribblers' were equally guilty of this vague and general, ultimately meaningless praise. 112 For the popularity of the story of the maid of Corinth in the eighteenth century and the 
contemporary discourse of women's role in the arts, see Ann Bermingham, 'The Origin of Painting and 
the Ends of Art: Wright of Derby's Corinthian Maid ; Painting and the Politics of Culture, cd. by John 
Barrell (Oxford University Press, 1992), 135-164; Robert Rosenblum, 'The Origin of Painting: A 
Problem in the Iconography of Romantic Classicism', Art Bulletin 34 (1957): 279-290. 
13 Seward to Court Dawes, 17 June 1788; in November she writes to llaylcy of the same subject. 
Letters ofAnna Seward, II: 137,190. 
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not only did she write her own Epistle to Romney, she also wrote Verses to the 

Celebrated Painter, Mr. Wright of Derby in 1783--the same year as Hayley's Ode to 

Mr. Wright of Derby, which was written `in the hope of cheering the depressed spirit 

of a suffering genius' and published privately initially but included in Hayley's 1785 

and 1788 collections of poems and plays. "4 

While Romney's literary friends and acquaintances among the peerage might not have 

had such commercial ambitions, all of his other professional-writer friends can be 

shown to have often suggested subjects that would have directly benefited their 

careers. This is possibly true even as early as the late 1750s, when Romney's 

illustrations to the newly-published volumes of Tristram Shandy were probably 

instigated by a propitious meeting with Laurence Sterne in York. ' 15 But in the later 

successful London years, there is no doubt that illustrations by Romney, or references 

to his celebrity, were seen as an efficient means of tasteful advertisement for a writer. 

In 1779 William Mickle (1735-1788), then at the height of reputation due to his 

translation of Camoens's The Lusiad, 1775, wrote to Romney with specific ideas for 

appropriate subjects for paintings. In the letter he reminds Romney that Philip Yorke, 

second Earl of Hardwicke, and ̀ the Poet Laureat' 116 had already recommended a 

scene from The Lusiad-the Crowning of the Skeleton of Inez-and he also suggests 

another Lusiad scene: ̀You have been so good as to talk of attempting the apparition 

by the Cape of Good Hope. You know much better how to groupe the story than I 

can suggest, but there can be no harm in offering my ideas. ' Mickle then discusses 

the most effective kind of lighting for the composition as well as the passions he had 

invented for this scene in his translation, ̀ those of melancholy gloom, the rage of 

disappointed pride and the ferocious consolation of revenge'. 117 in the same letter 

Mickle, from Edinburgh, also offers hints for a scene from the life of Mary, Queen of 

114 Memoirs of the Life and Writings of William Bayley 1: 305. Ilaylcy had made the acquaintance of 
Wright in 1776, the year he met Romney. IHaylcy's verses to Wright were prompted by a gift he 
received from the artist of a version of Virgil 's Tomb. Given the benefits Romney had received fron 
Hayley's Epistle to an Eminent Painter, there is every reason to suspect that Wright's motives in his 

'giving 
were not totally without self-interest. 

Richard Cumberland's biography of Romney (European Magazine, June 1803) refers to his period 
of apprenticeship and travels with Christopher `Count' Stecle and the early paintings: in Kendal, 
because of the author's recent encouragement in York, Romney 'painted several scenes from the 
Tristram Shandy of Sterne' (420). The paintings arc lost but the print Dr. Slop in the Parlour of AIr. 
Shandy is reproduced in Hayley's biography, facing p. 30. 
1'6 William Whitehead filled this post until 1785, but Mickle might be making an ironical reference to 
Hayley, who was just climbing to prominence with his Epistles to Romney. 
I" Mckie to Romney, 12 April 1779, National Art Library, Ms. L194814031/39. 
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Scots, the subject of a poem he had published several years earlier. In fact, Romney 

had already painted Mickle's suggestion, The Death of David Rizzio in the Presence 

ofMary Queen of Scots, around 1762. 

Romney's association with the Reverend Robert Potter (1721-1804) is similarly 

characterized by a striving for mutual benefits. Potter, continually struggling to 

support his family and pressing for advancement in the Church, met Romney in 1778, 

just as his Tragedies ofAeschylus Translated was achieving the popular and critical 

success that should have led to remuneration and preferment. While sitting to 

Romney for his portrait that summer, Potter was preparing notes to the text for an 

expanded second edition. The two obviously shared thoughts on illustrating particular 

scenes from the plays, as in the notes to The Persians Potter writes ekphrastically 

about the scene of the appearance of Darius' ghost and then informs his readers that 

noble paintings were on the way: 

The excellent Mr. Romney gave a strong instance of his good sense and fine 
taste, when he called Aeschylus "the painter's poet: " the public may expect to 
see this scene, and some others, designed by him in the genuine spirit of 
Aeschylus; so that the translator will have this merit, if he has no other, to 
have given rise to some paintings that will do honour to our country. 118 

But Potter's correspondence with friends reveals his bitterness over both Romney's 

frustrating slowness to respond and his failure to achieve promotion in the Church. 

Romney did execute designs from Aeschylus though they did not progress beyond 

drawings and black chalk cartoons. Potter may have been expecting illustrations for 

later editions of Aeschylus or celebrated independent works inspired by his 

translation, but he apparently did not feel in the end that Romney had brought honour 

either to him or the nation. "' 

Despite the evidence of such conflict Romney continued to consult literary friends 

well into the 1790s, even as his subject pictures appear less tied to their literary 

sources than ever before and when, presumably, he was in less need of the assistance 

of an advisor. The reduction of subjects into their essentials, and the fluid elisions of 
themes and motifs from subject to subject produced a number of works of an abstract 

"8 Robert Potter, The Tragedies ofAeschylus Translated (London, 1779,2' cd. ), Vol. II: 354. 
19 Potter was eventually granted the prebendal stall at Norwich Cathedral by Lord Thurlow. See my 
`George Romney, Robert Potter, and the Painter's Poet, Transactions of the Romney Society 7 (2002): 
13-25. 
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and enigmatic character (fig. 18). This creative independence constitutes a 

renegotiation of the relationship between painter and poetry which effectively 

undermines the principles of ut pictura poesis and the traditional role of the literary 

advisor, This is the picture of an artist not relying on assistance for minute and 

mundane details of particular narratives for subject paintings. But there is no one 

single picture of Romney's creativity throughout his career any more than there is one 

model determining his relationships with the literati. Cumberland's ideas expressed 

in a letter for various subjects to suit `an historical picture for the Noble person we 

were speaking of, a painting requiring `beautiful forms in the nude, magnificent 
Scenery, with rich tints &a Splendid variety', included Apollo either coming to or 

leaving Thetis in her grotto; Clodius `in a female disguise finds admission into the 

mysteries of Ceres'; or a group of bacchantes assisting at the initiation of a rustic 

nymph. Cumberland even offered an evocative description for this last suggestion: 

They assail her Senses with Wine, Music and Dance; She Hesitates, and in the 
moment betwixt the allurements of pleasure and Temples of bashfulness, she 
accepts the Thyrsus in one hand & seizes the goblet with the other. Triumph 
and revelry possess the whole Groupe, & to every attitude of gayety, every 
luxuriancy of scenery enriches & enflames the composition. " 

That Romney made numerous designs of The Initiation of a Rustic Nymph (fig. 19), 

apparently chosen as an expedient to depict beautiful forms, raises the question of 
how much in other instances the artist was inspired by literature in a fundamental 

sense; for here, form was of primacy not subject-matter. Also here, the closeness with 

which many of the Rustic Nymph drawings follow Cumberland's advice betrays the 

artist's willingness to please both the advisor and the patron in a traditional way. On 

the other hand, despite Hayley's repeated efforts to have the prison reformer John 

Howard memorialized in painting in a manner that matched his poetic tributes to the 

man, Romney failed to produce anything that Hayley's conservative artistic tastes 

would have found appropriate to illustrate his Eulogies of Howard, 1791.121 

Romney's responses to Hayley's hints for pictures relating to prison scenes- 

probably excerpted from Howard's own matter-of-fact published reports-resulted in 

120 Letter from Cumberland to Romney dated 30 September (no year given), Osborn Mss. 4058, 
Beinecke Library, Yale University. 
12' While Hayiey devotes a relatively considerable section of his biography of Romney to a discussion 
of Howard's public benevolence and personal virtues and refers to a spane, naturalistic drawing, ̀the 
offspring of friendship', that Romney provided for Hayley's 1780 Ode to Howard, he does not discuss 
the later designs at all. 
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