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High Art and Low Politics: A new perspective on John Wilkes

In 1777, towards the end of his colourful career as a radical politician, John Wilkes (1725-1797) became the first politician to advocate the creation of a national gallery in Britain. More familiar for his opposition periodical The North Briton and the riotous Middlesex Campaign of 1768, Wilkes’s beliefs on the limits of royal authority with respect to parliament and the people were also expressed in his lifelong activities in support of the ‘polite arts’ in Britain. Building on his friendships with Denis Diderot and J.J. Winckelmann, as well as his links to London’s mercantile class, he challenged contemporaries who saw Britain’s commercial prowess as irreconcilable with such moral improvements. When juxtaposed to his attempts at parliamentary reform, his demonstration of liberty’s importance for the arts raised the prospect of greater public access to culture, as well as to the franchise.


In a letter dated the eighteenth of January 1764, Horace Walpole wrote to a friend of the commotion he observed in Paris, caused by the presence of John Wilkes, an exile who had fled England to escape persecution for his famous ‘Number Forty Five’ of The North Briton as well as for a pornographic satire entitled An Essay on Woman. Far from foretelling a long, colourful career in the public eye, the doyen of British connoisseurs dismissively wrote: ‘We may do what we will with him…expel him, send his writings to jail, and execute his excuses- nay, we may burn his memory; nobody will say a word for it.’


Few historians today would fail to appreciate how wildly inaccurate Walpole’s forecasting of Wilkes’s future was, four years before Wilkes’s Middlesex campaign, when ‘Wilkes and Liberty’ riots overtook London, and seven years before the ‘Printer’s Case’ of 1771 saw the radical politician secure free press reporting of parliamentary debates. Nevertheless the world of renowned aesthete and art collector Horace Walpole seems far removed from that of the demagogue John Wilkes, the leering rake captured in William Hogarth’s caricature of 1763 [Fig. 1]. Much historical analysis of Wilkes has concentrated on the crowd action which went on in his name, rather than on his own political beliefs. Peter D. G. Thomas’s biography of Wilkes seems to herald a new approach to the ‘Friend of Liberty’, one which focusses on politics rather than on the statistical analysis of wages and bread prices with which Wilkite crowd action has occasionally been explained.


In April 1777 Wilkes became the first British politician to advocate the creation of a national gallery under the aegis of the British Museum, whose foundation in 1753 he hailed as claiming ‘the preeminence’ among ‘the many proofs of the improvement of our national taste’.
 His speech criticized King George III’s stewardship of the royal collection as preventing the ‘nation at large’ from viewing the Raphael Cartoons, works which it ‘had always considered as the pride of our island, as an invaluable national treasure, as a common blessing, not private property’.  In addition he urged parliament to purchase the Houghton Collection, the impressive cultural legacy left by Horace Walpole’s father, Prime Minister Robert Walpole, as well as the revival of other projects to assist Britain in becoming ‘a favourite abode of the polite arts’. 

Above all it represented the first call on the British parliament to provide the commissions and institutions necessary to allow British artists to exercise their talents, and for the British public to view art for free. Britain’s lack of a grand national school of painting able to equal those of her European rivals had long preoccupied artists and aesthetes such as Horace Walpole. There yawned an embarrassing gulf between Britain’s economic and military success and her modest achievements in the arts. This gulf challenged the traditionally held logic which had a nation’s artistic prowess a function of the liberty of her constitution. As Robert Hurd wrote in 1764, ‘It must then be our own fault if our progress in every elegant pursuit does not keep pace with our excellent constitution.’

The selfishness many felt to be the result of Britain’s position as a great commercial country was seen as obstructing large-scale private investment in British art. Wilkes in 1777 voiced the expectation that individuals would follow parliament’s lead in founding a gallery and donate works of art. This was based on his confidence in ‘private persons, who in England, more than any country of the world, have enlarged views for the general good and glory of the state’. Few artists of the time would have been so sanguine. The prejudice of the British élite in favour of foreign Old Masters and the effete commodified cult of foreign fashion, which had culminated earlier in the 1770s with the ‘Macaronis’, were seen to compromize the encouragement of a native fine arts tradition. The preference of this élite for commissioning portraits before history paintings was blamed by James Barry in his Inquiry into the real and imaginary obstructions to the acquisition of the arts in England (1775). Such patronage of ‘little things’ inevitably produced artists who were ‘little men’, Barry wrote. ‘One admirer builds upon the admiration of the another, until this molehill grows up into a mountain and bounds our prospect.’

The aim of this essay is to make the case for Wilkes the cultural commentator and advocate of British art, an aspect of his career which has previously gone unrecognized. Although David Solkin has outlined a possible anti-Wilkite ‘politics of landscape’ in the work of the British painter Richard Wilson, he does not comment on Wilkes’s personal activity in the arts.
 Wilkes’s involvement with the first professional association of British artists in 1759-1760 predated his first steps on the political stage. His tour of France and Italy in 1764-5 introduced him to European debates on the arts and their interaction with the state. The evidence for this is presented here in the form of excerpts from Wilkes’s correspondence with Denis Diderot, Encyclopédist and art critic, as well as with Johann Joachim Winckelmann, antiquary and father of the discipline of art history. These previously unpublished sources are witnesses to Wilkes’s lifelong interest in the arts and the insights that the arts offered into the constitutional health of nations past and present. Together Diderot and Winckelmann helped Wilkes develop the views he would later air in 1777 in a cultural reflection of his better-known political beliefs.

I

John Wilkes and the Society of Artists of Great Britain, the first professional organisation of its type, launched themselves onto the London public together in November 1759. The Society originated out of an informal group of artists, led by Hogarth, who had used conspicuous donations of their work to the Foundling Hospital as a showcase for their talent. Given the institution’s popularity with the nobility and gentry as a polite venue, having a painting on the walls of the Hospital’s Great Court Room was a sure means of attracting potential patrons in a way which simultaneously raised the moral profile of their profession. As Burke pointed out in his 1757 Philosophical enquiry into the origin of our ideas of the sublime and beautiful, sympathy was the means by which painting ‘and other affecting arts transfuse their passions from one breast to another.’
 By participating in the polite pleasure of charity artists such as William Hogarth, Francis Hayman and Richard Wilson marked themselves out as gentlemen rather than craftsmen.

The Foundling Hospital, founded by retired sea-captain Thomas Coram in 1739, moved to its purpose-built quarters in Bloomsbury in 1745. The 1740s and 1750s saw a wave of related charitable foundations, including the Lock Hospital (1746), the Lying-In Hospital (1749), Marine Society (1756) and Magdalen House (1758).
 Such institutions marked a break with older models of charity that focussed on the donor’s religious duty towards impoverished hordes. Instead they classified the poor, aiming to render specific groups of disadvantaged (such as prostitutes and young offenders) useful to society as manufacturing labour and sailors. The spectacle they presented of public benefits emerging from that very vice which threatened to upset social order was one that could be welcomed by those who professed little interest in securing their own salvation.


All these charities endeavoured to link the ‘luxury of doing good’ with the ‘pleasures of the imagination’ afforded by theatre, music, pleasure gardens and art.
 Benefit nights at Vauxhall and performances of Handel oratorios specially composed for a specific hospital went some way in addressing the concerns of preachers and magistrates at the spread of a demoralizing luxury and effeminate artistic tastes. Such links must have reassured the moralizing preacher Thomas Cole, who addressed his 1761 sermon on ‘Luxury, Infidelity and Enthusiasm’ to the congregation at St. Paul’s Covent Garden, warning them that ‘the virtuoso arts are giving their instructions how to gratify the lust of the eyes, and to display the pride of life.’
 


As the analysis of subscription lists and directors’ minutes undertaken by Donna Andrew shows, such institutions depended on manufacturers, merchants and trading company directors for the bulk of their support.  Of the 138 regular donors sampled in her work, we find twenty-five MPs, six City politicians, twenty peers, but an impressive seventy-one merchants, stockbrokers, trading company directors and manufacturers.
 These charities’ structure, redolent of a joint-stock company, their emphasis on the regular, rigorous scrutiny of accounts and their patriotic desire (in the case of the Marine Society) to make trusty sailors all appealed to that libertarian patriotic merchant élite highlighted by Kathleen Wilson. The efficiency of this predominately middle-class effort seemed to offer an example to an aloof aristocratic regime whose political and military leadership had been found wanting at Cartagena (1741), in Admiral Byng’s cowardice before the French fleet (1756) and the betrayal of the Peace of Paris in 1763.
 At the same time, however, the amalgam of sympathy and utility this middle class championed was not without its contradictions. Thus Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) hinged on his questionable insistence that measures of ‘public police’ were admired first out of sympathy, then for their utility.
   


The son of a Clerkenwell distiller, John Wilkes was a product of this urban middle class. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, he was a Governor of the Foundling Hospital. He established the institution’s Aylesbury branch himself and guided legislation concerning it through parliament.
 When the artist governors of the Hospital came to plan the establishment of an independent society to exhibit and promote their work they chose John Wilkes to lead them. On November 5th 1759 it was resolved ‘At a Meeting of the ARTISTS’ in the Foundling Hospital to call a ‘General Meeting of all Artists in the several Branches of Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, Engraving, Chasing, Seal-cutting, and Medalling…to consider of a proposal for the Honour and Advancement of the Arts’. As the announcement quoted here states, the ‘President’ at this meeting was John Wilkes.
 The young MP for Aylesbury, whose political career had barely commenced, had led ‘the artists’ at a key stage: that of their emergence from behind the ingenuous mask of artist donors at the Foundling into the public eye as the Society of Artists.


The Society of Artists’ first exhibition, held in the rooms of the Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce in 1760,  marked the advent of regular art exhibitions in London. Later offshoots from the Society of Artists, including the Royal Academy (est. 1768), further confirmed the import of this exhibition, which created a new space for the public to view and debate the latest developments in British art. For the artists it was all the more significant for having given them, in the artist Francis Hayman’s words, ‘a museum all our own’.
 Previous attempts to establish an academy, such as that sponsored by the Society of Dilettanti in 1755, had failed due to the artists’ refusal to accept a subservient position within any new institution.  


Robert Edge Pine, an artist involved in the abortive negotiations with the Dilettanti, was also a Foundling Hospital governor and went on to be an active and outspoken member of the Society of Artists. He exhibited a series of historical paintings from the 1760s until 1772, when he resigned from the Society and moved to Bath. Pine’s paintings celebrated historical figures, such as Earl Warren, who asserted their rights to property in the face of attempted royal usurpation. His King Canute reproving his courtiers for their impious flattery (exhibited 1763) highlighted what he must have felt was a rare example of monarchs censuring their fawning followers.
 Pine clearly had such views in common with Wilkes. The fact that he produced the first painted portrait of Wilkes [Fig. 2] is surely significant. This painting, which may have been painted in 1763, was exhibited in 1768 and 1771. At the time of the 1768 exhibition of ‘the Polite Artists of Great Britain’ a newspaper announcement invited ‘the curious, and every lover of liberty’ to attend and view the portrait.
 


The efforts of artists such as Pine to graft an academy of painting onto exhibiting societies such as the Society of Artists met with the resistance of William Hogarth.
 The Society of Arts (est. 1754) had played an important role in providing a forum for the discussion of plans for an academy and for the establishment of an art collection open to artists. Henry Cheere’s 1755 proposals for an academy were published by the Society of Arts.
 The Society offered a 100 guinea premium for a history painting five years later, won by Pine for his Edward III and the Burghers of Calais. In 1761 an anonymous Letter to the members of the Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (which may well have originated from inside the Society) advocated the creation of an academy as well as the endowment of the British Museum with a proper collection of Old Masters. Finally William Shipley, the Society’s founder, submitted a proposal for a ‘Repository of Arts’ – a collection of Old Master paintings loaned for the benefit of young artists -in 1762.
 


John Wilkes, whose brother Israel was active on the Committee that considered Shipley’s proposal, supported the idea of an academy against the opposition of William Hogarth in his North Briton, Number 17, of 1762. His attack on Hogarth was provoked by the latter’s print The Times, which portrayed Wilkes, his patron Lord Temple and close friend the Reverend Charles Churchill fanning the flames of political strife that threatened to destroy the house of ‘John Bull.’ Wilkes and Hogarth’s previously cordial relations were strained by the latter’s prints.
 Identifying himself as one who ‘love[s] to trace the idea of a genius, and to mark the progress of every art’, Wilkes ridiculed Hogarth’s attempt in his canvas Sigismunda to rival Old Masters on their own ground of historical painting. He went on to suggest that Hogarth’s absenting of himself from both the Society of Artists and the Society of Art’s proposals for an academy revealed his ‘silly affectation of singularity, joined to a strong desire of leading the rest of the world.’ 

What a despicable part he has acted with regard to the society of Arts


and Sciences! How shuffling has his conduct been to the whole body


of artists! Both these useful societies have experienced the most ungenteel


and offensive behaviour from him.
 

Wilkes clearly did not share Hogarth’s concerns that academies instituted with a clear hierarchical structure forced young artistic talent into a French-style institutional straitjacket. Nevertheless, this did not stop Wilkite rhetoric from becoming a

weapon in the struggle that emerged when defectors from the Society of  Artists used their personal connections with the royal librarian and other contacts at court to secure themselves a Royal Academy subsidized out of George III’s purse in 1768.

 
Although Wilkes’s personal involvement with the Society of Artists appears to have ended almost as soon as it began, his later struggles against general warrants and other civil liberty abuses provided this group of artists with a figure they could identify with as they faced the challenge of the Royal Academy. The adoption of distinctly Wilkite rhetoric, voiced by their spokesman ‘Fresnoy’ in barbed contributions to the Middlesex Journal saw the Society criticize the Academy as yet another example of the crown’s abuse of prerogative. ‘Fresnoy’ described Joshua Reynolds and other defectors from the Society as:


the men, who, after a charter had been granted to the artists, were guilty of


defection, for which they ought to have been expelled rather than encouraged:

encouraged for purposes of faction, not of emulation, encouraged as vagabonds, and set up in opposition to the body corporate in order to shew the world that prerogative shall triumph over every law in every department of state.

The language adopted here sees the sort of ‘chartered rights’ which would later be the focus of political debates on the American colonies and reform of the East India Company in the 1770s and 1780s employed in an artistic context. 


Wilkes clearly shared this view of the foundation of the Royal Academy. Writing to J.B.A. Suard in 1768, after his return from exile on the Continent, he expressed doubts that the arts could thrive when the Scottish conspiracy to rule through royal prerogative had yet to be foiled:


The King has establish’d an Academy of painting, sculpture & etc., 


which can never thrive under the inelegant, and banefull [sic] shade of the


Northern heresy, which has been fatal to the eye in painting, to the 


ear in music, to the smell in incense. Our master [George III] draws


himself, and they say very well. He is maximus in minimus, minimus


in maximus [sic].



This letter was written from the prison of King’s Bench at a time when its author was occupied with a stream of sympathetic visitors, the production of pamphlets and legal maneuvers to overturn his outlawry.  Set in the context of such activity, his comments testify to a keen interest in the progress of the arts in Britain. Although he had been exiled in Europe for most of the 1760s prior to his return and imprisonment in 1768, Wilkes’s support of British artists at a key moment in their history was clearly not forgotten, and once safely on the Continent he continued to pursue a lively interest in the arts and their role as a ‘department of state’. ‘Liberty’, wrote Society of Artists member Robert Strange in 1771, ‘[is] the friend and parent of the fine arts’ and the Society ‘revered the memory of all those who were the champions and effe[c]tors of that invaluable blessing, particularly those of our own country’.
 John Wilkes would surely have been in the Society’s thoughts.

II

One of the contradictions within Wilkes’s character was that between his urbane Europeanism and his tub-thumping English nationalism. A loyal member of the Anti-Caledonian and Anti-Gallican clubs who painted Scotland and foreign parts as sources of despotism, he often displayed a regressive xenophobia. Yet he had been educated abroad, at Leyden University, in 1744-1746. Although his hasty departure for Paris in 1763 was motivated more by a desire to escape the authorities than to observe conditions in Europe, he remained abroad for five years, travelling to Italy in 1765 and striking up friendships that would last the rest of his life. A hint of surprise at his own hypocrisy appears in a letter to his French friend Suard, who edited the Gazette littéraire de l’Europe, written during a furtive visit to London: ‘I ought not to tell you that I think of Paris with so much pleasure. It is very unbecoming an English patriot, and ungratefull to my good friends here.’


Wilkes eludes identification with any one stereotype of the Briton abroad. His own diaries and letters, as well as contemporary press reports and the remarks of those he came into contact with, show him to have had many guises: outlaw, rake, historian, student, Grand Tourist, philosophe – even the doting father to his daughter Polly, who attended school in Paris. His correspondence with William Fitzherbert from Paris records his unsuccessful attempts to secure a Crown pension in return for various promises of good behaviour, negotiations which involved Horace Walpole and Edmund Burke. In addition to requests for money, Wilkes adopted the more classical pose of the virtuous exile, happy to remain abroad in ‘this land of dancing slaves’ and write ‘a history [of England], from the Revolution to the end of Queen Anne’.
 Although his travel diaries are full of typical painterly Grand Tourist descriptions of people and places, Wilkes’s intellectual maturity allowed him to cultivate friendships with Diderot and Winckelmann, both insightful commentators on issues of art and the state. His every move observed and commented on by the European press, Wilkes was in turn able to observe the interrelationship between art and the constitutional health of empires from a number of perspectives.


Wilkes owed his entrée to Parisian salon society to Paul Thiry, Baron D’Holbach (1723-1798), philosophe and high priest of Enlightened atheism. The two had been friends at Leyden University, sharing ‘delightfull evening walks’ upon which Holbach looked back fondly.
 Described by the Abbé Morellet as ‘the meeting place of the most distinguished of French men of letters’, Holbach’s salon numbered Rousseau, Helvétius, and Franklin among its regular participants.
 It demanded considerable intellectual commitment from its participants. Horace Walpole wrote to G. A. Selwyn that he had given up on Holbach’s dinners, ‘as there was no beating the authors and philosophes and savants, of which he has a pigeon-house full’.
 Wilkes’s ease in this environment, evinced by his translations of tracts by Holbach and Boulanger into English, suggests that his dramatic career was founded on more than mere opportunism.


It was here that Wilkes and Diderot met. As art correspondent for Grimm’s Correspondance littéraire, Diderot reviewed the annual Louvre Salons from 1759 onwards. His highly imaginative reviews saw him regularly step inside Vernet’s landscapes and confront basic questions of visual perception in Chardin’s still lifes. His reviews also addressed the eroticism of Boucher and his school, which was criticized for embodying a state of demoralizing anomie which could have dangerous consequences if allowed to infect the nation’s visual idiom. The ‘inexplicable mixture of corruption and barbarity’ limned on canvas threatened the state as a whole.


Wilkes shared the view ‘of the most sensible men here [who] think this country [France] is on the eve of a great revolution’.
 It was Diderot’s analysis that sexual license, if treated as a function of Liberty, could erode civilisation and cause chaos. He wrote to Wilkes in the guise of Cassandra:


the arts are abandoning us. If their birth indicates the people’s rise out of 


barbarity; if their progress shows the people’s pretensions to greatness and 


their splendour a people enlightened, powerful and thriving; then the scorning


of the arts, their degradation and indigence must be the sign of a people in 


decline, returning to stupidity and misery.

In another letter, also written in 1771, he asked Wilkes to imagine a beautiful, mighty palace (France), collapsing into ruins:


that is precisely the spectacle we present  to your observation. And so the fine


arts make good their escape, abandoning the very people they formerly resided

with, in the same way as one sees rats, blessed with divine instinct, leave a house which is about to collapse. The philosopher, less wise than the long-tailed inhabitant with a pointed nose, remains inside until a block of falling masonry breaks his skull.

Contact with Diderot involved Wilkes in thinking about how the arts might serve as a negative, as well as positive, litmus of a state’s health. In so far as Diderot hoped to avoid disaster by correcting public taste, however, painting offered more than an indication of inevitable decline; it could be used actively as a means to reverse this course.


Diderot saw in Wilkes more than a passive ear. The correspondence shows that the former was reacting to the example offered by Wilkes as ‘the man who knows how to inspire great movements, who loves to be the spectator of great revolutions’.
 Another letter is framed as a paean to Wilkes’s virtues, which lack equivalents in France.
 Unfortunately, Wilkes’s replies are not to be found among Diderot’s literary remains in the Bibliothèque Nationale. They may, like the vast majority of Holbach’s papers, have gone missing. That Diderot’s words went unanswered by Wilkes seems unlikely.


 Wilkes left Paris for Italy early in 1765, arriving in Rome on February 14th. His travel diary records his progress through the usual sights of northern Italy, which included several state art collections, such as that in Turin, which Wilkes visited ‘merely to see the pictures in the King of Sardinia’s palace, which are almost all in high preservation, tho’ few of the very capital masters’.
 His close friendship with Winckelmann saw the latter break with his normally dim view of British tourists, whose national cultural pretensions he privately ridiculed in his correspondence.
 Clearly Wilkes was also pleasantly surprized, describing Winckelmann in his diary as


undoubtedly the first antiquarian of our times. He was born a subject of the


tyrant of Prussia, and has pass’d the greatest part of his life under the despot-


ism of the Roman Pontiff, yet he has a heart glowing with the love of liberty,


and sentiments worthy [of] the freest republicks of antiquity.


One year previous, in 1764, Winckelmann had completed his Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (History of ancient art), a work which is held to have marked the eclipse of traditional connoisseurship in favour of modern art historical methods.  With Winckelmann as his cicerone, Wilkes toured the classical remains, his very presence (in Winckelmann’s words) ‘fertilising’  the ruins’ ancient ‘germ’ of liberty.
 It is clear that the speed with which the two became friends was due to the fact that each saw in the other an embodiment of latter-day republican patriotism and civic virtue of the kind they held to be the source of Antiquity’s greatness. 

Despite this, both were exiles of a sort, unsure whether they should accept offers to return to their native soil or hold out for better times. Winckelmann’s homeland of Prussia and its sister states were, like Britain, trying to assert claims to some sort of national culture against the hegemony of French and Italian taste. Closely involved in attempts to establish a German Academy of Arts, Winckelmann shared a concern that such an academy should be independent of any single court’s influence. In 1765 Frederick the Great, the ‘tyrant of Prussia’, was to tempt Winckelmann with the post of Librarian and Keeper of the Royal Prussian collections, an offer he eventually refused.


In Winckelmann’s own dilemma, that of a patriot keen to find a way of advancing the polite arts under a strict monarchical regime, we find similarities not only with Wilkes’s own position, but also with that of the London Society of Artists Wilkes helped to establish. At the time many Britons believed the Hanoverian George III envied his fellow German rulers their sweeping powers and would override ‘ancient British liberties’ at the first opportunity.


Wilkes’s encounters in Paris and Italy brought him face to face with the most advanced thought on art criticism, art history, and how the polite arts should be encouraged in a progressive state. To a man who had already involved himself in the organisation of artists in London and who had been forced to flee Britain due to what he believed to be unfair persecution, the parallels of France and, via Winckelmann, of the German states must have provided food for thought beyond that traditional fare placed before the British Grand Tourist. All this was to bear fruit when Wilkes came  to address the issue of the state’s role in preserving and displaying the fine arts in the 1770s.  Although a figure hailed by a patriotic middle class élite in London as a means of belabouring an aristocracy accused of having become the agents of France and other Continental despotisms, Wilkes refused to ignore the parallels offered by the Continent. Instead he was to advise Parliament in 1777 to copy these regimes’ successful policies of opening public art collections and applying the ‘polite arts’ to native manufacturing. 

III

Wilkes made his speech on April 28th, 1777, when a petition of the Trustees of the British Museum for an increase in their parliamentary grant came before the Commons. Shortly after his speech Wilkes seconded Edmund Burke’s motion that the Museum’s grant be increased from three to five thousand pounds so as to fund extra attendants. This would address the ‘general complaint that the Museum is not sufficiently accessible to the Public.’ Unfortunately this motion was defeated on a vote by 74-60. Wilkes’s support of this motion was, however, largely secondary to the broad survey of state support of the arts to which it was appended. 


After suggesting remedies for improving the British Museum’s collections of printed books,  Wilkes addressed its lack of paintings:


The British Museum, Sir, possesses few valuable paintings, yet we are 


anxious to have an English School of painters. If we expect to rival the 


Italian, the Flemish, or even the French School, our artists must have 


before their eyes the finished works of the greatest masters. Such an 


opportunity, if I am rightly informed, will soon present itself. I understand 


that an application is intended to be made to parliament, that one of the 


first collections in Europe, that at Houghton, made by Sir Robert Walpole, 


of acknowledged superiority to most collections in Italy, and scarcely 


inferior even to the Duke of Orleans’ in the Palais Royal at Paris, may be 


sold. I hope it will not be dispersed, but purchased by parliament, and 


added to the British Museum. I wish, Sir, the eye of painting as fully 


gratified as the ear of music is in this island, which at last bids fair to 


become a favourite abode of the polite arts. A noble gallery ought to 


be built in the garden of the British Museum, for the reception 


of that invaluable treasure. 


He then went on to criticize the Crown’s management of the royal collection:


Such an important acquisition as the Houghton Collection, would in 


some degree alleviate the concern, which every man of Taste now feels at 


being deprived of viewing those prodigies of art, the cartoons of the 


divine Raphael. King William, although a Dutchman, really loved and


understood the polite arts. He had the fine feelings of a man of Taste, as well 


as the sentiments of a hero. He built the princely suite of apartments at


Hampton Court on purpose for the reception of those heavenly guests. 


The nation at large were then admitted to the rapturous enjoyment of 


their beauties. They have remained there till this reign. At present they 


are perishing in a late baronet’s smoky house [Buckingham House] at 


the end of a great smoky town. They are entirely secreted from the public 

eye; yet, Sir, they were purchased with public money, before the accession 

of the Brunswick line, not brought from Herrenhausen. Can there be, Sir,  

a greater mortification to any English gentleman of Taste, than to be 

thus deprived of feasting his delighted view with what he most admired, 

and had always considered as the pride of our island, as an invaluable national treasure, as a common blessing, not as private property? The Kings of 

France and Spain permit their subjects the view of all the pictures in 

their collections, and sure, Sir, an equal compliment is due to a generous 

and free nation, who gave their prince an income of above a million a 

year, even under the greatest public burdens.


Referring to the obstruction of the plan to decorate St. Paul’s with works of British painters such as Reynolds, ‘who do honour to our country’, Wilkes criticized the late Bishop of London for allowing his ‘absurd, gothic prejudices’ to stand in the way of such a remarkable opportunity of ‘improving the national taste in painting.’ He expressed the hope that this project might be reattempted. Finally Wilkes rounded off his speech with remarks on the links between the fine arts and manufacturing:


As almost all arts and sciences have a connection with each other, they 


will likewise give each other a mutual assistance, and the beautiful art 


of engraving, which is now carried among us to an astonishing degree 


of perfection, will come to the aid of her sister painting. We have shown 


our attention to that art in this very session. I hope, hereafter, even in this 


cold, raw climate, to be warmed with the glowing colours of our own 


Gobelins tapestry, and I wish encouragement was given by parliament to 


that noble manufacture, which in France almost rivals the powers of painting. 
The important advantages of such a commerce too we may learn from our 
neighbours.


I am not alarmed, Sir, at the great expense, which some gentlemen seem 


to dread as the inevitable consequence of what I have mentioned. The 


treasures of a state are well employed in works of national magnificence. 


The power and wealth of ancient Greece were most seen and admired in 


the splendour of her temples, and other sublime structures of Pericles. 


He boasted that every art would be exerted, every hand employed, every 


citizen in the pay of the state, and the city not only beautified, but 


maintained by itself. The sums he expended on the public buildings at 


Athens, in the most high and palmy state of Greece, after their brilliant 


victories over the Persians, diffused riches and plenty among the people at 


that time, and will be an eternal monument of the glory of that powerful


republic. The Parthenon only, or Temple of Minerva, which is said to be 


the most beautiful piece of antiquity now remaining in the world, and is of 


the purest white marble, cost, with its statues and sculptures, above a thousand 
talents, near 200,000l.

He finished by praising the economy with which the Trustees of the British Museum, and calling on Lord North to prove himself a generous benefactor and protector of the fine arts.


Press reaction to Wilkes’s speech in favour of a national gallery and criticising the removal of the revered Raphael cartoons from Hampton Court shows that old perceptions of him as a licentious rabble-rouser still held sway. This severely compromised the ability of those who read the widely reported speech to take Wilkes seriously as a commentator on the arts.
 ‘In short, Sir,’ wrote one commentator to The London Chronicle, ‘we have been the patient auditors of a dissertation in the elegant arts, in the language of a dog-kennel’.
 A letter published in The Morning Post linked Wilkes’s reputation as a weak orator to the British artists’ supposed weakness in history painting, a genre supposed to be beyond the capabilities of native painters who mainly produced portraits. It criticized Wilkes’s suggestion that St. Paul’s be adorned ‘with the daubings of our English artists, who in general as capital in the Historical, as Mr. Wilkes is found in the oratorical line.’
 Wilkes’s comments, however, did find supporters. ‘Philo-Raphael’, writing in The Public Advertiser, wrote that:


Our ever active and vigilant Patriot (in one of his late Speeches for the 


Entertainment and Instruction of the Public, and his own Glory) has at


last by good luck hit upon the only Grievance that the people…have


any reason to complain of from royal usurpation, since the Commencement


of the present Reign. It is indeed hard that the noblest paintings now 


extant (the Cartoons of Raphael) should (though, as the Patriot justly


observes, they properly belong to the Public) be secreted and locked up


from the Public Eye…

This passage shows the interesting mixture of responses elicited by Wilkes’s speech. On the one hand the politician’s associations with immorality rendered his comments on the moral art of painting ineffectual, and his suggestions were ignored. On the other Wilkes’s ceaseless sniping at the ‘royal usurpation’ he saw everywhere (from Bute as ‘the minister behind the curtain’ to the Civil List) and successful embodiment as the man of the people gave his speech added resonance. It brought Wilkite issues of a wider franchise and transparent governance to bear on a new area of public policy.

The state of the British Museum in 1777, as well as the aftermath of the eventual sale of the Houghton Collection to Catherine the Great in 1779, show Wilkes’s comments to have been prescient. Established by means of a lottery noteworthy for its abuse by corrupt ticket merchants, the advent of the British Museum was funded by speculation, not endowed by royal or state beneficence. Taking the collections of Sir Hans Sloane as its nucleus, it held very few works of art and was notoriously inaccessible to the public, who had to request tickets weeks in advance and who were not permitted to visit except as part of an uninformative guided tour. Foreigners, for whose benefit many felt the Museum existed, were clearly not impressed. One French manuscript of Mémoires sur l’Angleterre of 1768 describes its collections as ‘considerably inferior to those of the King of France’; indeed, it explains its inferiority as due to its parliamentary (rather than royal) origin. ‘The King of England has no authority over the museum; the only title he can claim with respect to it is that of an Englishman with the merit of being one of its benefactors.’

Wilkes, by contrast, distrusted the crown’s stewardship of its artistic heritage: in 1768 George III had moved the Raphael Cartoons from Hampton Court, where they had been an established tourist ‘sight’ since the seventeenth century,  to his new palace of Buckingham House, where they were ‘entirely secreted from the public eye.’
 Wilkes’s praise of the Kings of France and Spain for making their collections more accessible, also aired in his 1777 speech, was shared by contemporaries. One English guidebook published in 1766 had noted that it was ‘to the honour of the French nation that…the royal pictures are not locked up in private apartments from the eye of the people, but are pictures of the public.’

In arguing that the state should save the Walpole Collection from dispersal Wilkes was the first to point out how important it was to ensure that the impoverishment of the Walpole family, which made the Collection’s sale inevitable, did not rob Britain of one of its finest collections of paintings in private hands. Indeed, the Collection, including works by Rembrandt, Poussin and Claude, would have given the British Museum a world-class gallery of paintings. John Boydell’s production of an engraved edition of The Houghton Gallery, related to his larger project of A collection of prints engraved after the most capital paintings in England (1774-1788), emphasized the Walpole Collection as a national treasure. In much the same way as Boydell’s later Shakespeare Gallery (1789) would showcase native British artistic talent, his mezzotints brought the glories of the Collection before a much wider audience. Richard Earlom, one of the forty-five engravers working on the project, produced a full-length portrait drawing of Wilkes which may well have been intended to serve as a frontispiece had the MP been successful in ‘saving’ the Collection for the nation.
  

When the Collection was sold by his elder brother to Catherine the Great, Horace Walpole foresaw an unhappy fate for it in Russia, ‘where [it] will be burnt in a wooden palace in the first insurrection.’
  The loss of the Walpole Collection to Russia in 1779 was nevertheless seen as being an indicator of declining fortunes; not only those of the Walpoles, but of the nation as a whole. As ‘C.D.’ wrote to The European Magazine in 1782, 

the removal of the Houghton Pictures to Russia is, perhaps, one of the most 

striking instances that can be produced of the decline of the empire of Great 

Britain, and the advancement of our powerful ally in the North. The riches 

of a nation have generally been estimated according to as it abounds in works

of art, and so careful of these treasures have some states been, that, knowing their value and importance, they have prohibited the sending of them out of their dominions.

Musing on the sale in a letter to Horace Walpole, Horace Mann expressed the wish ‘that there was authority lodged in some hand to prevent such mad owners from dissipating their patrimony.’
 As far as Wilkes was concerned, that authority should be lodged in parliament alone. In his speech he pointed out how three great agencies for preserving and displaying British art –the King, the British Museum, and families such as the Walpoles – had fallen short of the standards which the public were entitled to expect: by excess of arrogance, meagre parliamentary funding, and insolvency respectively. Only through parliament – ‘by this house, by parliamentary assistance’ to quote his 1777 speech – could the cause of great British art and its accessibility to the people be reliably advanced. 

IV

Historians have found it difficult to position Wilkes in the history of radicalism and, to a lesser extent, nationalism. Rudé and Brewer disagree over whether Wilkism was a phenomenon limited to the City of London and its immediate surroundings, or whether it had wider implications, for example.
 Some find in Wilkes the last histrionic gasp of an older form of political agitation. Linda Colley has shown that the Society of the Supporters of a Bill of Rights (SSBR) instruction campaigns had a pedigree in Tory opposition tactics in the first half of the century, when the party ‘catered to the extra-parliamentary nation’s sense of its own political weight.’ 
 Thus the Tory brewer John Lewis advised the public in a pamphlet of 1756 to react to the infringement of any individual’s rights by making ‘his cause the cause of the nation.’
 The merchandizing of Wilkes’s person and the celebration of his triumphs in the teeth of an unsupportive or downright hostile ‘aristocratic’ regime have clear echoes with the veneration of Admiral Vernon, the victor of Portobello. Indeed, when looking for a prospective constituency to contest, Wilkes wrote to his brother requesting information on where Vernon had been nominated.
 The American Revolution, however, is seen by Kathleen Wilson as having caused the demise of this mercantile model. Mercantile imperialism and radical politics were forced apart, as the war ‘made the mercantilist system and the ideology which supported it equally suspect.’
 Going even further, Habermas cites the failure of the 1769-1771 Wilkite petitions to secure a dissolution of parliament as evidence supporting his thesis that the opposition’s concept of the ‘sense of the people’ was not equal to public opinion.

Others see Wilkes as a well-timed catalyst for the development of English nationalism and party political ideologies. In both John Brewer and Gerald Newman’s work we have a strong sense of Wilkes entering the stage at just the right moment. Thus Brewer places Wilkes squarely in the context of an ‘alternative structure of politics’ fomented by an expanding press; Wilkes’s simple message was ideal material to fill the columns of the ballooning number of provincial newspapers.  His ‘commercialisation of politics’ made something that had been a luxury good affordable.
 Newman sees Wilkes as instrumental in making the 1760s the decade of radical politics’ ‘take-off’ in Britain. He traces the immediate origins of Wilkism in the struggles of ‘artist-intellectuals’ such as William Hogarth on behalf of a middle class mercantile class eager to break the shackles of an aristocratic client-based economy.
 

Finally there is that view which identifies Wilkes not as the leader of the mob, but of the middle classes, a focus for concerted action by London’s shopkeeping/merchant élite, action in which the class became aware of its distinguishing values and potential for the first time. As H.T. Dickinson comments, the metropolitan radicals were ‘critics of both the idle rich and the idle poor; they praised the virtues of the industrious middle classes.’
 This view is supported by a letter from John Almon, Wilkes’s political agent in London during his exile in France, informing him of his attempt to persuade the Westminster electors to put Wilkes’s name forward for election, despite the fact that he was then in Paris and largely deserted by his noble backers. ‘At first they were all a little surpris’d;’, Almon wrote, ‘but upon my explaining the views of all the great people to drop you, and how much it was the true interest of the middle people to support you…it was unanimously agreed to, and warmly approved of.’
 

Jonathan Clark’s analysis of Wilkes is framed in an entirely different way. He views the phenomenon of Wilkes as a function of the rise of Socinianism, rather than of a middle class. He challenges both this interpretation and that which has Wilkite agitation assist in the organisation of ‘ordinary men’ by political party rather than sectarianism.
 Seen in this light Wilkes marks the beginning of the end of the Dissenting compromise with establishment, not the rise of a radical political campaign. A forthcoming essay by Clark in a collection addressing radicalism in Britain challenges the very use of the word ‘radical’ before the late 1810s.

Wilkes certainly invited the unenfranchised to identify him as a living sacrifice to age-old constitutional liberty, ‘which was wounded through my sides, and the envenomed shafts of a wicked administration pointed at our laws and liberties no less than at a hated individual.’
 His skillful use of the press and impeccable choreography of acts, such as his challenge of the parliamentary ban on the reporting of debates in 1771, fed off each other constantly; encouraging the provincial press to expand its reporting of political affairs in London, then providing the ideal material. Although his mouthpiece, The North Briton, never advocated parliamentary reform the 1760s, the 1770s saw him combine a series of reforms which had been proposed individually into something approaching a reform programme: the repeal of the Septennial Act, the removal of rotten burgage boroughs, ‘No taxation without representation’ and Place Bills. Even though his Society of the Supporters of the Bill of Rights (SSBR) suffered from infighting, culminating in the departure of John Horne Tooke and other leading radical figures to form the Constitutional Society in 1771, the SSBR managed to chalk up some significant successes before its demise in 1775. The SSBR succeeded in electing its first MP pledged to support its eleven-point reform programme at a bye-election in 1773. At the 1774 General Election the SSBR won two seats for Middlesex, three for the City and one apiece at Southwark and Dover. Adding in unpledged supporters of Wilkes’s reform plan, the ‘friend of liberty’ could call on twelve MPs.
  His reform speech of March 21, 1776 criticized the value of seeking Place Bills or shorter parliaments in isolation, as Alderman Beckford and Sawbridge had attempted. To restore the ‘purity of government’ these had to be accompanied by a wider franchise. ‘The meanest mechanic, the poorest peasant and day labourer’, Wilkes argued, have political rights:

some share in the power of making those laws, which deeply interest them, 

and to which they are expected to pay obedience, should be reserved even

to this inferior, but most useful, set of men in the community…they are the

original fountain of power, and even of revenue, and in all events the last

resource.

As H. T. Dickinson points out, this was the first time a wider franchise was advocated in Parliament in the eighteenth century.
 

Analysis of Wilkes’s significance in the history of reform and radicalism will, if its restricts its chronological scan to the 1760s, always find grounds for labeling Wilkism merely ‘a personal protest movement.’
 Perhaps because Tooke fits the mould of ‘serious’ radicals of the 1790s better than Wilkes, the record of the SSBR under the latter after the former seceded in 1771 is often pushed to one side. Thus the 1770s are seen as the decade in which Wilkes came to betray his earlier beliefs and faded away into a conservative retirement. Yet, if taken together, Wilkes’s 1776 reform and 1777 British Museum speech show that, late into this decade, his politics had not only developed into a radical reform programme, but imported a Wilkite discourse into a cultural field which had previously been ignored by leading politicians. 

In its reiterated references to ‘the public’, ‘the public eye’, and ‘the nation at large’, there is material to support the thesis which has Wilkes arguing for an extension of the franchise to participate in the polite arts. In his use of such terms Wilkes was probably referring to the sort of people who had formed his strongest base of support in the past:  the middle-class men of business. It is their pretensions to polite culture, which had been aired in the pleasure gardens, charitable enterprises and annual art exhibitions of London in the 1750s and 1760s, that Wilkes seems to be reinventing as rights. To an extent, therefore, he sought to replace what Anne Goldgar has called (in a recent article on the British Museum in the late eighteenth century) ‘the virtual representation of culture’ with something less indirect.
 His demands for greater access to the Royal Collection undermined one of the few remaining pillars supporting what little claim the British court still possessed to cultural leadership. His emphasis on the middle class reflects his distrust of aristocracy as well as monarchy. Even when he saw aristocratic parties such as the Rockinghamites and Grenvillites taking a stand against his enemies in the administration, Wilkes confessed that he did not ‘wish [success] on their terms, for I foresee a damned aristocracy, which Wilkes must at all events destroy, or he will be annihilated.’
 This ambiguous relationship to his patrons reflects a middle-class who - as John Money has argued - sought to emulate their betters, yet who found it difficult to identify aristocratic models worthy of imitation.
 

Of a piece with his identification with the middle class is Wilkes’s consideration of the polite arts in a commercial context. In his 1777 speech he presented the fine arts as benefiting all, not least by expanding British manufacturing, which he hoped would begin, under state encouragement, to emulate the luxury trades of France with an eye to excelling them. Although he notes ‘the selfishness of the age’, a trope of British commerical self-interest familiar in that civic discourse of art analyzed by John Barrell, Wilkes refuses to take a stance on either side of this well-worn struggle.
 The neglect of historical painting in favour of portraiture, linked to decline in a concept of public morality, could be seen as a direct function of a situation in which, to quote Adam Smith, ‘in too many nations, the individual is every thing, and the public nothing. The state is merely a combination of departments.’
 Wilkes’s faith that Britons’ ‘public spirit’ only required the slightest prod from the state (in the shape of establishing buildings suitable for receiving donated works of art) to swing into operation betrays an optimism largely absent from contemporary works, such as James Barry’s Inquiry of 1775.


Wilkes’s belief that commerce, liberty and the arts could flourish simultaneously also contrasted sharply with the beliefs of his contemporary David Hume. Hume and Wilkes were both living in Paris in the 1760s and were regulars at Holbach’s salon. Although they would have met there repeatedly, it appears that the two did not become close. Hume perceived Wilkes as a dangerous troublemaker, one whose actions would lead Britain towards an unstable republic. This republic, by Hume’s cruel irony, would inevitably collapse and be replaced by its complete opposite: absolute monarchy. In two contributions to The London Chronicle of February 1770, which recent research attributes to Hume, we find his belief that an absolute monarchy was preferable to a republic applied in the context of Wilkite agitation. Thus when the author ‘Posseius’ sees a pro-Wilkes petition being hawked in the street, he envisages a lettre de cachet; when he hears church-bells ‘ringing for King Wilkes’ birth-day, every peal sounded in my ears like the doleful clank of manacles and fetters.’


In his essays ‘On Civil Liberty’ and ‘Of the rise and progress of the arts and sciences’ Hume considers the view which has liberty a prerequisite for each to flourish. Noting the relative silence of classical authorities on the link between liberty and commerce (compared to their eloquence on that between liberty and the arts) Hume finds that ‘this opinion seems to be founded on a longer and larger experience than the foregoing, with regard to the art and sciences.’ 
 Hume’s discussion of the arts and liberty is marked by hesitation, motivated by an awareness of the important role played in the arts by individuals and other contingent factors. Nevertheless, he admits as a rule ‘That it is impossible for the arts and sciences to arise, at first, among any people unless that people enjoy the blessing of a free government.’
 As the words ‘at first’ emphasize, Hume believes that, once the arts have arisen, they are best encouraged by an aristocratic regime. Not only do courts provide encouragement, but the need for those seeking office to please the King makes the polite arts a necessity to self-advancement. In republics, by contrast, individuals are judged worthy ‘by industry, capacity or knowledge.’
 Thus the monarchical form owes its arts, as in many cases its laws, to the republican form to which ‘it owes all its perfection.’



*


*


*

Wilkes, ‘the Friend of Liberty’, felt that Britain could have the best of both worlds: polite arts and useful industry. The organisation of projects to encourage both the arts and manufactures had previously been the preserve of voluntary groups and associations dependent on private donations. Thus charities such as the Foundling and the Society of Artists sought to make up for the inefficiencies of parish and state support of the poor and of artists. Smaller groups such as the Society of Anti-Gallicans, of which Wilkes was a Grand President, provided premiums encouraging native manufacturing of lace and other luxury articles normally imported from France.
 Wilkes sees such tasks as the duty of the state, which he identifies as parliament. His remarks on Periclean Athens put the case for the recognition of this duty so forcefully that they seem to suggest that the state should introduce a command economy, with no other aim than its own adornment. Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations, while debunking the mercantilist encouragement of specific trades demanded by Wilkes, also admitted the necessity of the state’s involvement in providing ‘diversions’ for the nation, and the poor mechanics in particular. It was only through supporting ‘publick works and publick institutions’ that the poor could be kept orderly, decent and ‘less liable…to the delusions of enthusiasm and superstition.’
 


Wilkite patriotism had been identified in the 1760s with values which Wilkes  claimed to personify – a ready defiance to usurped authority, above all. These values seemed largely negative and retrospective, in the sense of requiring persecution by a ‘new’ traitorous court faction in order to render them visible. Yet in appealing for the state to address itself to the improvement of the nation’s artistic representations Wilkes’s patriotism in the 1770s seems to have broadened its scope. Although the royal misappropriation of the Raphael cartoons is significant, it is largely secondary to the primary concern of making public institutions such as St. Paul’s and the British Museum efficient bearers of national identity. Liberty was not only the ‘characteristic’ English trait, but also, as Winckelmann and Diderot had reminded him, the prerequisite for the arts to flourish. 

John Wilkes’s lifelong involvement in supporting the arts and highlighting parliament’s responsibility to create a centralized institutional framework for their preservation and display to a wider public deserve recognition. It is a tribute to Wilkes that, in a life characterized by remarkable interventions in the political development of Georgian Britain, he should have also played an important part in the cultural reflection of that process. Wilkes was one of the first Members of Parliament to present within the House of Commons the arguments for the investment of public funds and government attention in institutions such as the British Museum, as well as in providing opportunities for native artists to develop their talents (especially in the neglected field of history painting). Emerging in part from his personal experience of the latest Enlightened European thought on the state’s relationship with the arts, his 1777 speech came over a decade before the nationalisation of the French royal collection in 1793 heralded the advent of ‘the museum age’; an age which would see the establishment of a British National Gallery in 1824.

Far from marking a break with the issues raised by his earlier career, his 1777 speech summarized his close involvement with British artists and Enlightened philosophes as much as it imported a radical political discourse into new territory. For, to quote Robert Hurd once again, it was high time ‘to apply the Liberty, we have so happily gained, to other improvements.’
 That this new territory included the moral art of painting may be surprizing given Wilkes’s reputation for public demagogy and private vice. As well adding another dimension to a radical icon, an awareness of the ‘Friend of Liberty’’s activity in this field demonstrates how discourses of politics, nationalism and the polite arts could cross-fertilize each other, even at a stage when the parameters of a public sphere were still under debate.
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