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Praise for Gainsborough: A Portrait

‘With great imaginative verve [Hamilton recreates] the social atmosphere of the places where the artist and his family settled . . . [Hamilton] is constantly fascinating about the paintings . . . His book is gorgeously illustrated and compulsively readable - the pages seem to turn themselves. Almost as good as owning a Gainsborough’

John Carey, Sunday Times

‘A shrewd and entertaining biography . . . Hamilton’s approach is influenced by his perception that Gainsborough owed much to Hogarth . . . This valuable insight informs both Hamilton’s exploration of Gainsborough’s art and his thorough and imaginative interpretation of the life . . . Hamilton’s book brings one of the very greatest [artists] vividly to life’

Robin Simon, Literary Review

‘Colourful and thoughtful . . . What Hamilton’s vivid book makes clear is just how lucky some of his sitters were; what they got for their guineas was not simply a likeness of imperishable glamour, but the company of a man who was every bit as lively and engaging as his paintings’

Michael Prodger, The Times Book of the Week

‘Although [Hamilton’s] primary focus is the life rather than the work . . . the vivid descriptions of Gainsborough’s studio practice breathe an authentic whiff of turps and linseed oil into the story . . . Highly readable and brilliantly reconstructed’

Michael Bird, Daily Telegraph

‘Hamilton is a first-rate art historian . . . He gives us deft explanations of mysterious artistic effects – Gainsborough’s use of ground glass in the medium, and how he might have learnt about it, and what it does to the surface. But the question of money is Hamilton’s core expertise: how much

Gainsborough earned and how much of it went on necessary display, such as grand houses in Bath and Pall Mall. And fascinating it is, too . . . Gainsborough is one of the most lovable of great artists, and his personality shines through. This is an enjoyable biography by a writer who understands him’

Philip Hensher, The Spectator

‘[A] richly humane biography of the artist . . . [An] astute yet generous book’

Kathryn Hughes, Guardian

‘[A] wonderful new biography . . . Hamilton is fascinating on Gainsborough’s experimental and innovative technique, how he moved from what he calls the “dabbing” of the artist’s early paintings, with their more doll-like figures and outlines, to the characteristic loose sweeps, the “brushing” style of his later work’

Lucy Lethbridge, Financial Times

‘James Hamilton’s wholly absorbing biography is very different from the usual kind of art historical study that often surrounds such a major figure as Thomas Gainsborough. Hamilton is positively in love with his subject, and writes with verve and enthusiasm, yet grounds it on vast research with primary and secondary sources, all impeccably noted’

Marina Vaizey, The Arts Desk

‘Hamilton’s Gainsborough is a “Jack-the-Lad”, a “swigging, gigging, kissing, drinking, fighting” good-time city boy in London and Bath . . . [Hamilton] is strong both on the Gainsborough who is stirred by harvest gleaners and woodland cottages, and the Gainsborough who frets about his framing fees and boasts about the musical instruments he has bought . . . [The book] gallops along at highwayman’s pace’

Laura Freeman, Apollo Magazine

‘Spendthrift, talking nineteen to the dozen, laddish, musical and often resentful of the sitters that he had to paint in order

to earn a living (“confounded ugly creatures”), [Gainsborough] is brought to lively and likeable life in Gainsborough: A Portrait by James Hamilton. The painter was, Hamilton says, more serious about his art than he let on, but it is those trace elements of his personality that give his pictures their sparkle’

Michael Prodger, Sunday Times Art Books of the Year

‘Were Mr and Mrs Andrews complete pricks? In his delightfully racy portrait of one of our most renowned British portraitists, the art historian James Hamilton suggests that Thomas Gainsborough’s wedding picture of a pair of snooty Suffolk landowners is adorned with more pictures of penises than the wall of a public loo. This is just one of many new lights cast on Gainsborough, a “swigging, gigging, kissing, drinking, fighting” Jack-the-lad who, with his gift of the gab and his canny eye on the main chance, cavorts through Georgian England’

Rachel Campbell-Johnston, The Times Art Books of the Year

‘Glitters from beginning to end’

Jonathan Wright, Catholic Herald Biographies of the Year

‘This account of the Georgian portrait painter’s life is set against a backdrop of dirt and highwaymen and skeletons on gibbets on Hounslow Heath. An 18th-century Scottish sex therapist even makes an appearance. But for all the fun the author has with the painter’s penchant for drink and sex, the writing really takes off when Hamilton engages with Gainsborough’s paintings themselves in all their swimmy, silken sheen’

Teddy Jamieson, Sunday Herald Art Books of the Year

‘A fine and empathetic portrait [of] a man who was as lively as his brushwork’

Michael Prodger, RA Magazine
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1. A portrait of Thomas Gainsborough
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Thomas Gainsborough lived as if electricity shot through his sinews and crackled at his finger ends. There is a fire in Gainsborough: it lights up his paintings, but beyond its flicker it also reveals a lifelong sense of unease, and a way of seeing things that he may not always have anticipated.

Economic prosperity in eighteenth-century Britain was volatile and unreliable, a condition that Gainsborough experienced within his family during his youth. If that taught him anything, it was to be a single-minded opportunist, and to realise that painting had its own special power: to create image, to make money, and to build friendship. In his portraits Gainsborough echoed the changes he experienced around him: the early work presents formal, sniff-necked people, doll-like figures who might be sucking lemons. Later subjects relax into their backgrounds as if they swayed with the wind in the trees. His landscapes, however, move another way, from early attention to such detail as modern methods of farming, indicating wealth, good sense, engagement and ownership, to a later dreamland, nostalgia and desire for escape. The direction of his travel in landscape reflects the prototypical swing of the pendulum of expression, which returns a century later in the transition between Pre-Raphaelite intensity of vision and the collapsed formalism of Impressionism. There are already many powerful art histories that explore Gainsborough’s work, some of which observe a certain orthodoxy of approach that I have attempted to avoid. This book tries not to be another art history, but biography.

Thomas Gainsborough was blessed in a multitude of ways. He enjoyed the divine gift of the felicitous line: in his draughtsmanship, his handwriting, his piquant turn of phrase, and of course in his skill with the brush: colour, shimmer, the rustle of cloth and the glow of departing light. Learned from penmen at an early age, and from engravers in his adolescence, his handwriting is

cursive and sweetly legible, and he wrote his relatively few surviving letters with elegance, humour and clarity. He was thrilled by fine penmanship in others, and said so.1 When circumstances required he expressed himself with directness and decision, but some letters were found to be absolutely filthy, and after his death were destroyed by appalled family members and others concerned for their own assessment of his reputation. One commented indignantly, before censoring or even destroying a letter: ‘It is a pity that such a genius as Gainsborough should have dishonoured himself, and sullied pure white paper, with such profane filth.’2 A particularly critical acquaintance spoke of ‘a very dissolute, capricious man, inordinately fond of women and not very delicate in his sentiments of honour’.3 In the light of these remarks, and what prompted them, it is likely that his most famous painting, Mr and Mrs Andrews, is also, silently and intentionally, the one most heavily spiked with sexual innuendo.

In conversation Gainsborough could make a clear and considered point as the moment warranted: mumchance he was not. A number of his conversations survive by report, and all reflect the speed and urgency of his pattern of speech. His tongue could and would run away with him: ‘if [only] I could have writ as fast as he spoke’, reported a good friend in frustration when Gainsborough regaled him with an account of a trip to Antwerp in 1783.4 He knew where and how to express his opinions: the painter Francis Bourgeois remembered that ‘he talked bawdy to the King and morality to the Prince of Wales’.5 He blushed easily when embarrassed or challenged, he might guffaw without much warning, even in the faces of his clients, he waved his arms about, he had what he called his ‘damned grinning trick’; but he was generally kind, generous and charitable, guided above all by ‘the tender feelings of his heart’.6 The diarist Joseph Farington reported that he was ‘very familiar and loose in his conversation to his intimate acquaintance, but he knew his own value’.7 However, we should also note the words of a later, more reflective biographer, Allan Cunningham, who warned his readers in his essay on Gainsborough that ‘The companions of the artist saved the chaff of his conversation, and allowed the corn to escape.’8

He had mood swings and a volatility that could equally protect,

charm and destroy, and in a temper slashed a canvas when a client refused it.9 This same volatility, however, also drove his charity, which ‘was indiscriminate and his extravagance wild’;10 and it made him part company with the Royal Academy – twice. These impetuous actions, once in 1773 and again, finally, in 1784 when he was at the height of his fame, damaged his public reputation and dramatically reduced the audience for his art. He was not wholly balanced. As his sometime friend Philip Thicknesse put it, there was ‘certainly only a very thin membrane which kept this wonderful man within the pale of reason’.11 Who was he like? Jerry Lee Lewis with a paintbrush might not be far from the mark. But more, with a personality that courted chaos, and a talent that drew out divine expression, he touches Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

Music became an obsession with Gainsborough, perhaps because he was not as good at it as he thought he was. When he played his violin he did so ‘in the wild manner of one who never applied himself to learn’.12 The actor David Garrick, a real friend, touched on Gainsborough’s mental energy and the power it could unleash when it spilled over: ‘his cranium is so crammed with genius of every kind that it is in danger of bursting upon you, like a steam-engine overcharged, which, if it were regulated, its powers would be as great’.13 Gainsborough’s hot temper could also express itself in nastiness: he himself told, though with some tone of apology and more than ten years after the event, of the public tongue-lashing he gave to an unfortunate amateur singer when it became clear during the course of a concert that the man could not sing a new piece on sight.14

If you are looking for revolutionary or philosophical ideas expressed in painting, you will not find them in Gainsborough: his was not, it seems, a life of the mind. If you are looking for trenchant social comment and criticism of the status quo, you will not find it in Gainsborough. If you are looking for painterly insight into contemporary scientific advances try Joseph Wright of Derby, for you will not find it in Gainsborough: Garrick’s use of a steam-engine metaphor to describe him was serendipitous. While you will find some kind of pre-Freudian psychological insight in his portraits of his wife, daughters and close musician and actor friends, it is rare in the portraits of those who paid him, not least

because he disliked so many of them, and they came in and out of his painting room so rapidly. However, while you cannot tell immediately from his portraits of Grace Elliott, Nancy Parsons or Mary Robinson that they were high-class tarts, tall and inaccessible, far above their avalanches of satin Gainsborough presents them with a sadness that remains. In the 1780s, late in both their lives, he gave one short portrait sitting to Joshua Reynolds. He and Reynolds had always had a difficult relationship, and whatever came out of that hour has vanished.15

On the other hand, if we seek examinations of particular strata of society – aristocrats, the moneyed gentry – Gainsborough’s portraits will supply them with a grandeur that most expected. He invests these subjects with an air of confidence, but one that is sometimes only skin-deep. If we seek a poetic response to landscape and those who work it, there too in his early paintings Gainsborough strikes a resonant chord, though topographical reportage it is not. In his later, most nostalgic evening landscapes, we sense retreat, reflection and the licking of wounds. What Thomas Gainsborough was, it seems, is a clear-eyed, hard-working alchemist who could turn muck, misery and pride into elegant, seductive and eloquent images of either riches or poverty. Indeed, he tended to paint at the extremes: his subjects were, by and large, only the very rich and the very poor. He loved the smell, colour and fluidity of paint, and the smell, colour and fluidity of material: he used one fluidity to express the other. He did not spare himself physically: according to Thicknesse and others he stood ‘constantly . . . upon his feet [in front of his easel] during five or six hours every day’.16 ‘Dashing out his designs’ was how one friend put it when he saw Gainsborough at work.17 He could empathise most closely both with the strains of power and position, with human vanity, and with the momentary, passing pleasures of rural life experienced by country people. While he would be on cracking form at Buckingham House or Windsor Castle, engaging amiably with the King and Queen, he generally disliked staying with aristocrats.18

Gainsborough was a country lad, he knew the cold breath of poverty and the countless little local tragedies. He will certainly have met ‘mute inglorious Miltons’; read ‘the short and simple

annals of the poor’; and visited many churchyards where ‘the rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep’.19 But Gainsborough could also maintain an importance with his sitters, teach princesses to paint, and walk with kings. His tragedy – and theirs – is that he failed to teach his daughters to live productive lives, and he never really got to know his wife. His difficulty with Margaret, Mrs Thomas Gainsborough, may indeed have been a spur for his prolific later production as a landscape painter. Margaret Gainsborough was reportedly hot-tempered and controlling. She demanded her husband hand over his income as a portrait painter: she knew who came in and who went out of his painting room, what size the portraits were on his easel, and how much he charged for them. But what she did not quite know was how much he was paid for his landscapes. He made sure of that. With their tempers and passions Margaret and Thomas were the Beatrice and Benedick of art, but, to mix Shakespearean references, which the shrew and which the tamer it is impossible to tell.

Thomas Gainsborough danced through life, danced across his time, and now spins with a pirouette and a bow into ours. He was probably taller than average by the standards of his day. He described himself as ‘a long cross-made fellow [who] flings his arms about like threshing flails without half an idea of what he should be at’, and as having a forehead that ‘runs back a good deal more than common’.20 His self-portrait with his wife and child of the early 1750s shows a long, lanky, brown-haired young man (Pl. 23); the portrait sketch by Zoffany of 1771 gives us his wide eyes, his strong sharp nose, firm arched eyebrows, and a perpetually questioning and surprised air (Pl. 24). As much as fifty-two years after his death, he was remembered as ‘one of the most joyous eccentrics of the last century’.21 Responsive but irresponsible, observant but obstinate, gentle, generous, impetuous, irritable, and occasionally nasty when frustrated, Thomas Gainsborough was a human being like everybody else. Once a friend he was a friend for life: one friend remembered him as ‘charitable and hospitable and kind’.22 And one of his most loving, affectionate and touching portraits is of the one man who, in all the world, hurt him the most. Though some achieved it, it took considerable effort to fall out with Thomas Gainsborough.


There are relatively few certain dates in Gainsborough’s life. Birth and death, of course, and we know the date he married, the date his first child was buried, and the dates he exhibited around one hundred of his paintings – though that does not fully define when they were painted. Only about two-thirds of his one hundred and fifty surviving letters are securely dated, but these are bunched across tight time spans, the 1760s and 1770s, and written to the small number of individuals who took the trouble to keep them.

For the biographer who requires a constellation of dates to steer by, Gainsborough supplies thin pickings. However, the activity, society, incident and enterprise that surround him generates an atmosphere that is rich in reflected light and dense in reportage. That is why he is so intriguing and challenging a subject. ‘He is exceedingly shy of being really acquainted, but . . . very sincere to the few he professes a friendship for.’23 So, his life.






I

Suffolk







2. Obliged to pink

[image: line]

Already, when Thomas was born, the youngest in his large family, there were eight surviving children spread out in age as a village will spread wide at a crossroads. Five years after she and her husband had married, Mary Gainsborough, aged eighteen or nineteen, had Robert, the first of her children to live. At least one earlier baby had died. Mary (née Burrough) had been a very young bride, fourteen years old; John, her husband, was twenty-one. Then, one after another, boy, girl, girl, boy, girl, girl, boy, until, two years after her son Matthias, Mary had her last child, one spring day in 1727, another boy. He was christened Thomas at the Independent Meeting House in Friars Lane, Sudbury, in Suffolk, on 14 May 1727.

The press of people in their house in Sudbury was unavoidable for a child growing up under its roof: character, movement, busyness, clothes, temperament and human expression evident from the start. When Thomas was five, Robert, his twenty-three-year-old brother, married, became a father very rapidly, and vanished with his young wife and baby into Lincolnshire.1 High words, audible to all including a five-year-old, must have been exchanged during that episode, as Robert and Elizabeth’s marriage was clandestine and probably urgent. While Robert just disappeared, another older brother, John, hung around the house and around Sudbury, an errant genius with, already perhaps, a dream of inventing brass, leather and wood gadgets that would change the world and make his fortune. But with his nimble hands and twitching eye, young John was erratic, not really trustworthy, and not for nothing was he known in the family as ‘Scheming Jack’.2 Years later we hear that John found it hard to finish anything: something always went wrong with his schemes; his failures he would put down to the urgent flow of ideas: ‘if I had but gone on with it I am sure I should have succeeded, but a new scheme came upon me’.3 This tendency may have had its root in his youth. ‘Scheming Jack’

remained a presence in the household, a worry to his parents, and a lifelong burden to his younger siblings. Although in 1743 John had a brush with the law in Beccles, he rarely strayed from Sudbury, and was always in need of money.

So, removing these two much older, useless boys from the picture, we have four capable girls in the house when Thomas was five years old – Mary, Sarah, Susan and Elizabeth – and, in the middle, one other brother, Humphrey, a gentle, good-natured and self-contained boy, then aged fourteen. Thomas therefore could seldom have been left alone; the house will never have been quiet, silence in Sepulchre Street a rare blessing. It was perhaps in such silences that Thomas might watch, help and learn from his mother painting the flowers they picked together. At flower painting, his early biographer the Sudbury printer George Fulcher records, Mary Gainsborough ‘excelled’.4 For domestic and child-minding duties the older daughters Mary and Sarah, nineteen and seventeen respectively, were on hand; Susan and Elizabeth, twelve and ten, the same. They all took good care of Thomas, because, suddenly, when he was three and Thomas still a babe-in-arms, Matthias died ‘when a fork he was carrying while running stabbed him in the head’.5 If this is what killed Matthias, the children had now had quite enough domestic horror in their young lives, and will have been extra careful in looking after Thomas. So, the youngest of this large family, Thomas Gainsborough was a good candidate for doting upon, for spoiling, and the constant object of supreme care from a small, loving team.

Of the two older girls, Mary trained as a milliner, as many girls did in Sudbury, and in 1740 she married a young Church of England parson, Christopher Gibbon, curate and schoolmaster at Cavendish, six miles away. Sarah, known in the family as Sally, stayed at home until 1745 when she married a local carpenter, Philip Dupont. The fourth child, Humphrey, was, like his elder brother John, naturally inventive and practical. Unlike John, however, Humphrey had innate modesty, and a perspective on life that led him in 1736 aged eighteen to the dissenting academy at Moorfields in London, and on to a career in the nonconformist ministry in Newport Pagnell and Henley-on-Thames.6 He had added genius and dexterity, which opened for him a parallel career

as an inventor of such a degree of ingenuity that he rapidly outshone his brother John, and even now challenges James Watt as a pioneer of the steam engine, John Harrison as a supremely skilled watchmaker, and Charles and Jeremiah Chubb as the inventors of many improvements to locks.7 Thomas always had the security of an older family way above him: ‘Scheming Jack’ with yet another new invention, certain of fame and fortune; Mary and Sally, Susan and Elizabeth, sewing at home and dreaming of matrimony; and charming, intelligent, prayerful Humphrey contemplating the ministry while fiddling with brass, leather and wood in emulation of his older brother.

That is how it might have looked from outside: the Dextrous Gainsboroughs. But the Gainsboroughs of Sepulchre Street were poor, or unlucky, relations. Their father, who was about forty-four years old when Thomas was born, suffered from thwarted ambition, ill luck, a desire to keep up in business with his wider property-owning family, and possibly a chronic lack of judgement. This seems to have led John Gainsborough in 1722 to buy a twenty-one-year lease on the Gibblins, or Guiblers, a pair of neighbouring mediaeval half-timbered houses and orchard in Sepulchre Street, and to link them together with a raised roof-line and a new forty-two-feet-long brick façade.8

Members of the wider Gainsborough family owned property in the town and beyond on a much larger scale than John, and made money by renting, and buying and selling properties. However, this masks a bigger picture. Sudbury had become rich enough from the wool and weaving trades in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to have three large and highly decorated churches within a half-mile radius. In the 1730s and early 1740s, however, it was an unhappy place, and while some of the Gainsboroughs gained in property ownership, others lost out in the town’s volatile and suspicious atmosphere. Sudbury politics were corrupt and unstable, and endemic bribery, which continued throughout the century, had been revealed in parliamentary enquiries in 1702 and 1703.9 During the 1734 general election, the Earl of Bristol, of nearby Ickworth, tried to put one of his sons into a Sudbury parliamentary seat, and canvassed the prominent cloth-merchant William Carter of Ballingdon, who had himself been considered

as a local MP. The Prime Minister, Robert Walpole, warned the Earl against Carter, whom he described as a ‘double dealer’ who had ‘already promised support to a rich London merchant’ and would ‘do the like by twenty more’.10 Sudbury was available to the highest bidder. As the historian Susan Mitchell Sommers has put it: ‘Sudbury politics were so debased [in the eighteenth century] that elections became little more than financial transactions’.11 Fear of foreign imports damaging the cloth trade caused dissatisfaction leading to bankruptcies, penury, overheated behaviour and, in 1740, food riots. From Sepulchre Street the Gainsboroughs could hear these disturbances, and their lives were coloured by them.

Whether he was opportunist and ill-advised, or just irresponsible, idiotic, partisan and venal, John Gainsborough took it upon himself to follow family practice and buy up property, leading to his disastrous decision to improve the Sepulchre Street properties. Either as a result of this development, or his own poor business management, he was declared bankrupt in 1733.12 He was not alone: bankruptcy in Sudbury was commonplace, as the cloth trade required high levels of capital and strong banking support.13 John Gainsborough had not had an orthodox business career: he was listed in May 1722 as a milliner, and is elsewhere described as keeping a shop, as a ‘saymaker’, that is, a maker of fine serge-like cloth,14 a clothier, and a merchant in shrouds for the dead. He travelled into France and Holland to deal in these wares, and for a time employed others.15 It was a lucrative trade, because sooner or later everybody would have need of a shroud, by now required for burials by Act of Parliament. As a result, the making of shrouds, in all their ‘grim neatness of plaitings, stomachers, ruffles and gimping’, had become a staple industry in Sudbury. It became John Gainsborough’s fate that he was ‘obliged to pink’, that is, to undertake a lowly occupation in textiles, usually done by women, of sewing eyelets and tapes to fasten the body into its final garment.16 Insecurity dogged him and his family at every turn, with, in addition, an alleged problem with drink.

John had difficult family ground to compass: he and the other Gainsboroughs were low church dissenters, attending the Independent Meeting House in Friars Lane, one of the town’s

nonconformist chapels, where they rented pews and where Thomas and his siblings were christened.17 Mary, however, the sister of the Rev. Humphrey Burrough, incumbent of St Peter’s and St Gregory’s, and headmaster of the school her children attended, was a member of the Church of England. This created a fault-line between the families, exacerbated by the low church side quarrelling over the payment for pews. John was left out of his property-owning father’s will at his death in 1717, and Mary likewise was bequeathed only £20 when her father died in 1721.18 On the edge of a volatile family as they were, and John having ill luck and poor judgement in business, the Gainsboroughs of Sepulchre Street were at a permanent social and financial disadvantage. Worse, their daughter Mary married a Church of England clergyman, upsetting the Gainsboroughs, and Humphrey went off to be a nonconformist minister, which might have upset his mother. However, these ‘upsets’, if that is what they were, were as nothing compared to the social and political background in Sudbury.






3. Sepulchre Street
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When Daniel Defoe passed through Sudbury in the early 1720s he caught the edge of the social unrest there, and found ‘nothing for which this town is remarkable, except for being very populous and very poor. They have a great manufacture of says and perpetuanas and multitudes of poor people are employed in working them, but the number of the poor is almost ready to eat up the rich.’1

Thus it was markedly different in Defoe’s eyes from nearby Bury St Edmunds, set on higher ground and with fresher air, ‘the Montpellier of Suffolk, and perhaps of England’. ‘Perpetuanas’ are woollen serges, very hard-wearing as the Spanish word suggests; ‘says’ are silks. By comparison with Bury’s sophisticated ecclesiastical foundation, Sudbury was the Worktown of the region, but a Worktown of discontent and with little reliable employment. It sent two members to parliament, despite being ‘under no form of government particularly to itself, other than as a village’. For twenty years following the 1741 election Sudbury was effectively under the sway of Thomas Fonnereau of Ipswich, and was described by the 2nd Earl of Egremont as ‘very venal – it may be had by money’.2 Defoe visited Sudbury soon after the South Sea Bubble, the crash of 1720 that affected the finances of the entire country, with millions of pounds being lost across the nation overnight. A town manufacturing cloth could not have avoided the distress and damage that came so suddenly and brutally, and upset everything.

The town had also seen its share of physical violence and destruction with a religious dimension. Two of its churches had suffered in 1643 at the hands of the official iconoclast William Dowsing, who reported back to the parliamentary authorities that he had destroyed a hundred religious images at St Peter’s and ‘diverse angels, twenty at least on the roof of the church’, and eighty angels at St Gregory’s.3 One fragment, a panel painting

of a merchant, has nevertheless survived in the chancel at St Gregory’s. Bonfires of wooden angels and painted panels, the flames twisting and sparking into the night sky by St Peter’s on Market Hill, may just have been held within town memory ninety years later. Near that spot the statue of Thomas Gainsborough by Bertram Mackennal now stands.4

Sudbury itself was richly decorated, many of its half-timbered houses being covered with carvings of creatures, monsters and other figures, some of which survive. Others disappeared during the eighteenth-century period of façade-building in which John Gainsborough was involved. Gradually across the century decoration came back to the town’s churches. The Sudbury artist Robert Cardinall painted a copy of Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper as an altarpiece for St Peter’s, and his life-size standing figures of Moses and Aaron are now framed above St Peter’s north and south doors. These were installed during Thomas’s boyhood. Nearby at St Gregory’s, a florid wall-slab and chest tomb for the cloth merchant Thomas Carter, father of William Carter, had been erected after Thomas Carter’s death in 1706, with details of his bequest of £70 a year to provide clothes for one hundred of the poorest men and women of the town, and an anniversary sermon.5

Sudbury had once been a town with grand ambitions, Southburgh (Sudbury) having been the southern equivalent of Northburgh (Norwich), a city that did indeed come to occupy a larger national stage. The Gainsboroughs were prominent citizens, going back generations: Thomas’s uncle Robert Gainsborough was the town’s chief constable and a ‘Capital Burgess’, and will have been well aware of the repercussions and reinstatements following Dowsing’s destructions of the local church treasures.6 Robert’s portrait, stern of manner, grim of visage, had been painted by Cardinall in 1729, and it may have been Robert who was behind the commissioning of Cardinall to redecorate St Peter’s after the religious destructions. In any event, Thomas cannot possibly have been unaware of his grandfather’s portrait hanging in a family property, besides the many other portraits with a strong dynastic purpose commissioned by the family. These serious, admonitory faces can only have galled poor failing John, the shroud-maker of Sepulchre Street.


From the ‘multitudes of poor people’ that Defoe described, many had found it impossible to survive in the fractured pace of the local weaving industry and its satellite trades, and had already split off to emigrate west, via the port of Ipswich, to America. The will of Thomas Gainsborough, John’s brother and Thomas’s uncle, refers to ‘Edward Burrows then of Sudbury who . . . went to New England and as I have heard is sure dead but have left a child or children who have a right of redemption in all the above houses and tenter yards.’7 The possibility that this might have been a relation of Thomas’s mother, Mary Burrough, cannot be discounted, and reflects how the volatility of Suffolk’s economy touched all parts.

Teeming with largely disenfranchised people, Sudbury was not a genteel place – certainly nothing like it is today – but a noisy town of workers and drinkers, with a flaky edge of people contemplating departure, and a thread of families with enough economic muscle to fill the vacuum and take over vacant property. Picture the scene on Market Hill on market days: crowds of men and women in dull, dry, grey-green serge offsetting the sparks of colour as fine people in fancy waistcoats move about like glowworms at dusk. Thus John Gainsborough, ever hopeful, setting up a lucrative cloth trade, becoming mortgaged to his dream of a grand house for his large family in Sepulchre Street, and gradually seeing his esteemed status as one of the Gainsboroughs of Sudbury slipping away towards ignominy.

When bankruptcy struck John Gainsborough the wider family rallied round to protect its collective interests. John’s older brother Thomas, a clothier and property owner in Sudbury and the surrounding county, and his son, yet another John, bought the house in Sepulchre Street and allowed the family to continue to live there. It was unthinkable that the Gainsboroughs should see one of their own become destitute in Sudbury, so the family was made safe in Sepulchre Street. John was found the job of Sudbury’s postmaster, thus maintaining a reasonable social position in the small town, while his bankruptcy was ‘superseded under the Great Seal of Great Britain’, and somehow settled.8 Later in life – he died in 1748 – John found his equilibrium, and was described by Fulcher as being well dressed, always carrying a sword, and was said to

be ‘[a] fine old man, who wore his hair carefully parted, and was remarkable for the whiteness and regularity of his teeth’.9

While helping John Gainsborough and his family out of their difficulties and giving them the ingredients for a stable future, John’s brother Thomas was nevertheless pedantically cautious in the drafting of his will, sworn in February 1738. The huge extent of this Thomas’s property holdings in and around Sudbury becomes clear: he lists his houses in the town, and his wool halls, a malting barn, yards, gardens, stables, orchards, two tenements at the Croft, near the River Stour, with yards and gardens, a house and four tenements with tenter fields, yards and gardens near St Gregory’s, and four more tenements in Gregory Street. It goes on and on: this is a man of real substance, who did very well in the Sudbury context, and was not going to let it all dribble away after his death.10 Thus he was absolutely specific about the future of his brother John and his family. He took care of John with realism, circumspection and charity for this perpetual loser, and directed ‘that should my brother John Gainsborough live many years he may . . . stand in need of some assistance towards the procuring the necessities of life’, and left him an income of five shillings a week.

Naming John’s children one by one, he left them £10 each at the age of twenty-one – an age that five of them had already reached. On top of that he gave £20 a year for three years to Humphrey for his training at Moorfields. Most revealingly, however, he continued with Thomas:


my will is that my executors take care of Thos Gainsborough another of the sons of my Brother John Gainsborough that he may be brought up to some light handy craft trade likely to get a comfortable maintenance by and that they do give any sum not exceeding twenty pounds to bind him out to such trade and I leave it to my executors if he shall prove sober and likely to make good use of it to give him ten pounds over and above the ten pounds I have herein given him the better to enable him to set out into the world.11



When his uncle’s will was written and sworn, Thomas Gainsborough was not yet eleven years old. Of his siblings, only he and

Humphrey had been singled out like this. While Humphrey was twenty and already at Moorfields College, there must have been a special light shining out of Thomas, and clear evidence to encourage his hard-headed uncle to invest in him at such an unformed age, to give him twice as much money as the others, and to pay for him to go into ‘some light handy craft trade’.






4. The very bird of the eye
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There are clues as to what might have persuaded Uncle Thomas Gainsborough: the boy will certainly have watched his mother painting flowers, and will have picked them with her, and dabbled in paint beside her as he grew up. This close family example must have been one of the stimuli that later led Thomas to walk out into the fields, to draw outside, and to paint and enjoy paint’s tactility. The nimble fingers of his elder brothers John and Humphrey, and his sisters’ dextrous skill with the needle, refracted themselves into Thomas’s pastimes, not only in his remembered joy late in life in making and flying kites and floating model boats, but in observing animals and making cows and horses out of clay.1 In one of the most inventive and enquiring of periods in human history, here against a troubled social background were girls and boys quietly making things together around the family table.

However, it was drawing and painting landscapes and portraits that came to the fore in Thomas’s early life. Portraits by children always amuse their grown-ups, seeing themselves in a childish image, but the portraits Thomas showed his family were long remembered. His niece Sophia Lane, a daughter of Susan Dupont, spoke decades later of the ‘several heads [Thomas] had taken’, and two at least of these, both self-portraits, may have survived.2 An early one, painted perhaps in 1736 or 1737, shows a wistful little boy of about nine or ten years of age dressed in a neat blue jacket, a waistcoat of the same blue, and what may be a lace stock at his neck. If this was painted by young Thomas it is mighty accomplished and would have taken any parent’s breath away. The placing of the gold buttons reveals observation of a high order: the lower three on the waistcoat are done up, the upper three left undone. Subtly the artist has noticed the offset between the two groups of buttons; this is certainly something the adult Thomas Gainsborough would notice and depict – and the child?


A second early self-portrait shows Thomas, now aged thirteen or fourteen, brush and palette in hand, standing confidently in front of an out-of-sight canvas (Pl. 20). The eyes are penetrating, the face set firm, and once again buttons play a large part in the portrait’s intrigue and decorative allure. They run in a series of white dots up and down his brown jacket, and again up and down his waistcoat – but one button is undone, or missing, and his shirt pokes out of the waistcoat in a manner that offsets formality with real life and bother.3 Hogarth would do exactly the same thing in his portrait of Thomas Coram, painted and displayed with great public éclat in 1740. Indeed, how broadly similar these two very different portraits are: both are three-quarters poses, looking out to the sitter’s left; both hold a significant object in the right hand as if to show it off; both hold a secondary object in the left hand. Major structural identities though these are, that’s as far as we can take it, though it shows that already the boy has looked closely at other people’s portraits, first of all those in his own family’s houses. Here is the young artist at work, perhaps soon after he arrived in London, soon after he realised that he had a very special talent.

Some early landscape subjects support an obituary account of Gainsborough ‘painting several landscapes from the age of ten to twelve’,4 as does the well-worn but telling story that Gainsborough forged adult handwriting in the words ‘Give Tom a holiday’ so that he could go out into the country to draw. There is more than one version of this, however, the most elaborate being that his schoolmaster asked Gainsborough’s father to allow the holiday, and that the boy copied the handwriting fifty times and hid the forgeries in a warming pan in the kitchen. It being summer, Tom didn’t think the warming pan would be used for weeks – but oh no! somebody in the house was ill; the pan was unhooked, and the little bits of paper fluttered down like autumn leaves months premature. ‘Tom will come to an untimely end,’ his father said; but when he found sketches around the house he changed his tune.5 The source of this story, the portrait painter John Jackson RA, added that Gainsborough’s father, being suspicious of what Thomas was up to, followed him one day ‘suspecting that he kept idle company, but in this he was agreeably astonished, when he

saw him seat himself upon the side of a bank, and begin to make a drawing’.

‘Tom will one day be hanged’, his father is said to have exclaimed when he heard of the forged notes: forgery was then a hanging offence. ‘Tom will be a genius’, he continued when he saw the drawings his son brought home.6

John Gainsborough’s ‘genius’ remark, apocryphal though it may be, can be supported by the existence of groups of early landscape drawings, some in the British Museum, others discovered in the 1980s, and yet others, first identified by Lindsay Stainton, in the Royal Collection at Windsor Castle.7 Together these date not from Gainsborough’s childhood but from the mid to late 1740s when he travelled between London and Sudbury. There are also paintings which persistently demand consideration as youthful works, the end result of many hours spent wandering in the lanes and fields of Suffolk, where, as he himself much later is recorded as expressing it, he ‘studied Nature as he met her in her homely garb, in rude lanes, excavated by deep ruts, or within the plaster walls and moss-grown . . . [word missing]’.8

A similar observation comes from Philip Thicknesse, who wrote the earliest account of Gainsborough’s life, published as a slim volume a few months after Gainsborough’s death: ‘not a Picturesque clump of Trees, nor even a single Tree of beauty, no, nor a hedgerow, stone or post, at the corner of the Lanes, for some miles round about the place of his nativity, that he had not so perfectly in his mind’s eye, that had he known he could use a pencil, he could have perfectly delineated.’9

There were ways and means for Gainsborough to find out about drawing and painting for himself in these early years: his mother’s talent will have been a potent source of encouragement, as might the peripatetic local portrait painters Robert Cardinall and John Theodore Heins, both so proudly commissioned by his uncles. Sixty miles from Sudbury, the Rev. Thomas Page of Beccles brought out his book The Art of Painting in 1720, with its encouraging advice for young artists. Describing equipment, methods of mixing paint and techniques of drawing, Page urges his readers to look at painting: ‘imitate the Bees who pick from every Flower, that which they find in it most proper to make

Honey. In the same manner a young Painter should collect from many Pictures what he finds to be more Beautiful, and from his Collections, form that manner which thereby he makes his own.’10

Page goes on to encourage artists to study Annibale Carracci, Raphael, Michelangelo, Correggio and ‘the immortal Titian’, all artists whose work was available through engravings. But, he says resoundingly, know when to stop:


In your work you must have the Painter’s Proverb in mind, that is, Menum de Tabula, which signifies, to know when to give over and lay by the pencil. A work may be overwrought as well as underwrought. Too much labour often takes away the spirit, by adding to the polishing . . . Work with the greatest ease and celerity as you can, while your spirits are brisk and fluent, and in time you’ll find out this great Gift, when to give over.



Page encouraged young artists not to hide their light under bushels, but to ‘fly above the height of others, if you have a mind the blind World should see and distinguish you’. On drawing heads and faces Page advises:


Begin with the Eyes, and observe a squarish sort of Drawing in their Upper-Lids, as also in the very Bird of the Eye, tho’ it seem round, always making the Line of the Upper Lid harder over the Bird, than towards its ends, and evermore much bolder than the lower Lid, which must be faint and soft. Draw the Nostrils and the end of the Nose in this square bold manner, and in a word let your whole Drawing be graced with it in Discretion.11



This demonstrates the necessity of a distinct graphic technique, and very close and clear observation. There is much more advice, including some on life drawing ‘in imitation of the Academy at London’. To draw a face from the life, Page advises the choice of ‘a fit Posture agreeing with his nature, and not force him in his picture to do what in his Temper and Behaviour he is no way accustomed unto’.12 And on landscape painting these good words:


Let every thing have its proper Motion according to its Nature, as in Trees when they are shaken with the Wind, making the

smaller boughs yielding, the stiffer the less bending . . . And in a Word let every thing that moveth, whither essentially or accidentally, have its proper representation. . . . And know, moreover, that the intire Perfection of Landskip proceeds from the charming disposition of the Lights, bringing them into your Work after the most advantageous Manner, to produce the best beauty to every thing.13



Emerging from the far east of Suffolk, this book maps step by step the path that Thomas Gainsborough of Sudbury would soon begin to take, and suggests a reason why eighteenth-century East Anglia was such an effective cradle for artists. Thomas Page considered landscape and portrait painting to be worthy of equal attention, and to flow equally into one another. So, in time, did Thomas Gainsborough.






5. Joshua Kirby
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Meanwhile, a schoolmaster turned miller, John Kirby of Wickham Market, and his friend Nathaniel Bacon, were travelling round Suffolk, surveying its landscape.1 With them from time to time was Kirby’s fifteen- or sixteen-year-old son, Joshua.2 The trio travelled from town to town between 1732 and 1734, village to village, great house to great house, studying the history, topography and social structure of Suffolk. This was all to a purpose: to compile what became The Suffolk Traveller, first published in 1735, an account of the county’s society, a directory of who did what and who owned what, and a compendium of foldout maps of routes between the main towns. Twenty years after the Hanoverian succession, renewed purpose and encouragement arose for entrepreneurs to map and to clarify the social and physical geography of England. Of Sudbury, on the county’s southern border with Essex, John Kirby gives an entirely different flavour to that of the more politically minded Daniel Defoe. He writes of the navigability of the Stour for barges to and from Manningtree following canalisation since the 1705 Stour Navigation Act. He tells of Sudbury’s three ‘beautiful and large Parish churches’, and of its historical importance as the town in which Edward III ‘put the Dutchmen whom he brought into England from the Netherlands, to teach the English to manufacture their own wool; and the woollen trade has continued here ever since’.3

In addition to searching out historical sources, Kirby and Bacon sought subscribers. By 1764, when the second edition of The Suffolk Traveller was published, these numbered well over five hundred. Among them are local families whom we will meet again as Gainsborough’s life develops. Their shared physical landscape would soon come to nourish him: Carter, Clubbe, Fenn, Fonnereau, Fulcher, Gravenor, Keable, Keddington, Kilderbee, Lloyd, Mayhew, Plampin, Rustat, Trimmer, Venn and Wollaston. The names that launched The Suffolk Traveller were the

names that launched that joyful poet of the paintbrush, Thomas Gainsborough.

Social levels were tight in Suffolk and Essex, and while they will not always have known or liked each other, the ‘well-to-do’ had the kind of blind bonding that gave encouragement to a status-defining art such as portrait painting. Their fellow traveller Nathaniel Bacon had painting in his blood: he came from a family rooted in the art of the Low Countries, the sixteenth-century artist Sir Nathaniel Bacon being the painter of many still lifes and portraits in the Dutch manner, and of the earliest surviving oil landscape painted by a native artist.4 When Thomas Gainsborough and Joshua Kirby became lifelong friends and collaborators, high among the ties that bound them was a shared love of Suffolk and Essex, an understanding of the rich sources of expression that landscape will provide, and an acknowledgement that, for Suffolk artists, Dutch art and Dutch heritage, melded into Suffolk scenery, provided the deepest root for their inspiration.

Kirby father and son continued successfully with their topographical entrepreneurship. In the 1740s, after The Suffolk Traveller had been published, Joshua Kirby
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