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Thomas Gainsborough. Self-

Portrait, c. 1759, oil on canvas 

 

Portraiture remained the only 

constant source of income for 

English painters. Hogarth was a 

pioneer in this field as well.  The 

greatest master, however, was 

Thomas Gainsborough (1727-

1788), who began by painting 

landscapes but ended as the 

favorite portraitist of British 

high society. 



Thomas Gainsborough. Mr. And Mrs. Andrews, c. 1748-50, oil on canvas  



His early paintings, such as Robert Andrews and his Wife, have a lyrical charm that is 

not always found in his later pictures. The newlywed couple- she dressed in the 

fashionable attire of the day, he armed with a rifle to denote his status as a country 

squire (hunting was a privilege of wealthy landowners) – do not till the soil themselves. 

The painting nevertheless conveys the gentry’s closeness to the land, from which the 

English derived much of their sense of national identity. 



An entry in the parish register of the small Suffolk town of Sudbury records 

that Robert Andrews married Frances Mary Carter there on 10 November 

1748.  He was 22 years of age, his bride 16. Also newly wedded, albeit one year 

younger than the bridegroom he was to paint, was Thomas Gainsborough 

himself.  In a London chapel notorious for its secret weddings, he had taken 

the pregnant Margaret Burr to be his lawful wedded wife. 



We must not imagine that they sat 

together under a tree while 

Gainsborough set up his easel among the 

sheaves of corn; their costumes were 

most likely painted from dressed-up 

artist's mannequins, which may account 

for their doll-like appearance, and the 

landscape would have been studied 

separately. 

 

The sitters, or their mannequin stand-

ins, are posed in “genteel attitudes” 

derived from manuals of manners. The 

nonchalant Mr. Andrews, fortunate 

possessor of a game license, has his gun 

under his arm; Mrs. Andrews, ramrod 

straight and neatly composed, may have 

been meant to hold a book, or, it has 

been suggested, a bird which her 

husband has shot. In the event, a 

reserved space left in her lap has not 

been filled in with any identifiable 

object. 



The couple’s good are of the land is revealed as well: The neat rows of grain 

stocks and stubble in the foreground show Robert Andrews’s use of the seed 

drill and plant husbandry. Sheep and horses graze in separate fields.  



Thomas Gainsborough. Mrs. Richard 

Brinsley Sheridan, 1787, oil on canvas  

 

Thomas Gainsborough achieved great 

success with this mode when he moved to 

Bath in 1759 to cater to the rich and 

fashionable people who had recently 

begun to go there in great numbers.  A 

good example of this mature style is the 

Portrait of Mrs. Richard Brinsley 

Sheridan, which shows the professional 

singer and wife of a celebrated playwright 

seated informally outdoors. 

 

With the aid of his light, Rococo palette 

and feathery brushwork, Gainsborough 

displays an ability to integrate his sitter 

into the landscape. The work thereby 

manifests one of the new values of the 

Enlightenment: the emphasis on nature 

and the natural as the sources of goodness 

and beauty. 



Elizabeth Linley’s beauty and exceptional 

soprano voice brought her professional 

success in concerts and festivals in Bath and 

London.  After marrying Sheridan in 1773 

she left her career to support and participate 

in her husband’s activities as politician, 

playwright, and orator. 

 

Thomas Gainsborough prospered greatly 

from the portrait trade, but both he and his 

patrons preferred a light and airy version of 

the sentimental portrait, what the Royal 

Academy president Joshua Reynolds in not 

very complimentary terms called “fancy 

pictures.” Because he objected to the great 

height at which pictures were hung in the 

Royal Academy, Gainsborough quarreled 

with the organizers of the exhibition in 1784 

and refused thereafter to participate, 

preferring to show his paintings at his own 

home, where he had control over the lighting 

and display.  He insisted upon a close view: 

his conception of a picture was of something 

delicate and fine, not ponderous and dense. 



Thomas Gainsborough. The Honorable 

Frances Duncombe, c. 1777, oil on canvas 

 

David Hume (1711-76), one of a 

remarkable band of eighteenth-century 

Scottish intellectuals.  

 

For Hume, all our ideas come either from 

sensory impressions or from inner feelings.  

In addition, we can never discover a matter 

of fact through reasoning alone; it can be 

discovered, or at least inferred, only from 

experience.  He divided the reasoning 

process into two parts – “abstract” 

reasoning concerning quantity and 

number, and ‘experimental’ reasoning, 

which concerned itself with matters of fact.  

As for moral decisions, these were a matter 

of sentiment- they depended on what 

people felt about them, not on some 

external imperative, such as religion.  



Joshua Reynolds. Jane, Countess of 

Harrington, 1778, oil on canvas. 

 

Gainsborough’s paintings epitomized 

the Enlightenment philosopher David 

Hume’s idea that painting must 

incorporate both nature and art.  

Gainsborough himself was a simple 

and unpretentious person who 

exemplified Hume’s “natural man,” free 

of excessive pride.   

 

Reynolds’ approach, on the other hand, 

as stated in his Discourses, was based 

on Horace’s saying, ut pictura poesis. 

His use of poses from the antique was 

intended to elevate the sitter from an 

individual to a universal type through 

association with the great art of the 

past and the noble ideals it embodied. 



Sir Joshua Reynolds. Lady 

Cockburn and Her Three Eldest 

Sons, 1773, oil on canvas 

 

This painting is an example of 

how Reynolds combined 

portraiture and allegorical 

content, borrowing motifs from 

earlier, well-known paintings. 

The role of motherhood is 

associated with the quality of 

charity due to its similarity to 

earlier allegorical paintings 

depicting Charity as a mother 

taking care of her children. The 

child on the left was a reference 

to a Cupid figure in a well-

known painting by the artist 

Velazquez.  



Above left: Anthony van Dyck. Charity, 

c.1627-28, oil on oak 

 

Above right: Diego Velazquez. The Toilet of 

Venus (or Rokeby Venus),  



William Hogarth. Self-Portrait 

with a Pug, 1745, oil on canvas 

 

A different expression of English 

Rococo is found in the witty, biting 

commentary of William Hogarth 

(1697-1764).  Influenced in part by 

Flemish and Dutch genre 

paintings, he took contemporary 

manners and social conventions as 

the subjects of his satire.  His 

series of six paintings entitled 

Marriage a la Mode from the 1740s 

pokes fun at hypocritical 

commitments to the marriage 

contract. 



William Hogarth. The Marriage Settlement, from the Marriage a la 

Mode series, c. 1745, oil on canvas 



In the first of the series, he shows an arranged marriage between the son of the 

bankrupt Earl Squanderfield and the daughter of a wealthy but miserly city merchant. 

The son looks indifferent while the merchant's daughter is distraught and has to be 

consoled by the lawyer Silvertongue. 



William Hogarth. Breakfast Party, from the Marriage a la Mode series, 

c. 1745, oil on canvas 



In the second, there are signs that the marriage has already begun to break 

down. The husband and wife appear uninterested in one another, amidst 

evidence of their separate overindulgences the night before. The dangers of 

sexual excess, which Hogarth satirizes, are underscored by locating “Cupid 

among ruins” on the mantle, foreshadowing the inevitable ruin of the marriage. 



The moment portrayed is just past noon; husband and wife are tired after a long night 

spent in separate pursuits.  The music and the musical instrument on the overturned 

chair in the foreground and the disheveled servant straightening the chairs and tables in 

the room at the back indicate that the wife had stayed at home for an evening of cards 

and music making. The husband slumps in discouraged boredom on a chair near the fire.  

His hands are thrust deep into the empty money-pockets of his breeches, while his wife’s 

small dog sniffs inquiringly at a lacy woman’s cap protruding from his coat pocket. A 

steward, his hand full of unpaid bills, raises his eye to Heaven in despair.   



Paintings of religious figures hang on the upper wall of the distant room. This 

demonstration of piety is countered by the curtained canvas at the end of the row that, 

undoubtedly, depicts an erotic subject. 



The third in the series shows the Viscount visiting a quack with a young 

prostitute. The viscount, unhappy with the mercury pills meant to cure his 

syphilis, demands a refund while the young prostitute next to him dabs an open 

sore on her mouth, an early sign of syphilis. 



In the fourth, the old Earl has died and the son is now the new Earl and his wife, the 

Countess. As was the very height of fashion at the time, the Countess is holding a 

“Toilette”, or reception, in her bedroom. The lawyer Silvertongue from the first painting 

is reclining next to the Countess, suggesting the existence of an affair. This point is 

furthered by the child in front of the pair, pointing to the horns on the statue of Actaeon, 

a symbol of cuckoldry. Paintings in the background include the biblical story of Lot and 

his daughters, Jupiter and Io, and the rape of Ganymede.   



Next, the new Earl catches his wife in a bagnio with her lover, the lawyer, and is fatally 

wounded by the lawyer. As she begs forgiveness from the stricken man, the murderer in 

his nightshirt makes a hasty exit through the window. A picture of a woman with a 

squirrel on her hand hanging behind the countess contains lewd undertones. 



Finally the Countess poisons herself in her grief and poverty-stricken widowhood, after 

her lover is hanged at Tyburn for murdering her husband. An old woman carrying her 

baby allows the child to give her a kiss, but the mark on her cheek and the caliper on her 

leg suggest that disease has been passed onto the next generation. 



Top left: William Hogarth. The Marriage 

Settlement, from the Marriage a la Mode 

series, c. 1745, engraving 

 

Bottom left: William Hogarth. Breakfast 

Party, from the Marriage a la Mode series, c. 

1745, engraving 

 

Hogarth reached a wider audience by making 

prints of his works.  His income, in fact, was 

made primarily from his prints.  In 1751 

Hogarth announced that he would sell at 

auction, at a given hour in his studio, the oil 

paintings that he had made for Marriage a la 

Mode; but he warned picture dealers to stay 

away.  Only one person appeared, who bid 

£126 for the pictures and their frames.  

Hogarth let them go at this price, but 

privately raged at what he rated a shameful 

failure.  In 1797 these paintings bought 

£1,381; today they are among the most highly 

prized possessions of London’s National 

Gallery. 



William Hogarth. The Rake’s Progress; the rake in Bedlam, 1735, oil on canvas 

 

Hogarth’s father was a teacher, from whom his son learned Latin and Greek.  He also 

opened a Latin-speaking coffee house that went bankrupt.  As a result, he spent three 

years in debtors’ prison, until Parliament passed an Act freeing all debtors.  This 

experience contributed to the artist’s fierce opposition to social injustice and hypocrisy.  In 

1752, Hogarth published his view on art in Analysis of Beauty, which, like the etching, 

states his anti-Academic position. He urges people to look at nature and to themselves, 

rather than to the plaster casts of traditional art schools, for “what we feel.”  



Joseph Wright of Derby. An Experiment with an Air Pump, 1768, oil on 

canvas 



One of the earliest practitioners of a 

Romantic mode in Britain was Joseph 

Wright of Derby (1734-1797), who had 

trained as a portrait painter with 

Thomas Hudson, Reynolds’s teacher. 

After Wright’s Grand Tour of 1773-

1775, he returned to the Midlands to 

paint its local society.  

 

Many of those he painted were the self-

made entrepreneurs of the first wave 

of the Industrial Revolution, which was 

a member of the Lunar Society, a 

group of industrialists (including 

Wedgewood), mercantilists, and 

progressive nobles who met in Derby.  

As part of the society’s attempts to 

popularize science, Wright painted a 

series of “entertaining” scenes of 

scientific experiments, including An 

Experiment on a Bird in the Air-Pump. 



The air pump was one of the most innovative scientific developments of the 

eighteenth century.  Although it was employed primarily to study the property of 

gases, it was also widely used to promote the public’s interest in science because of 

its dramatic possibilities.  In the experiment shown here, air was pumped out of the 

large glass bowl until the small creature inside, a bird, collapsed from lack of oxygen; 

before the animal died, air was reintroduced by a simple mechanism at the top of the 

bowl.  In front of an audience of adults and children, a lecturer is shown on the verge 

of reintroducing air into the glass receiver.  Near the window at right, a boy stands 

ready to lower a cage when the bird revives. 



The moon visible out the window is a 

reference to the Lunar Society. Based 

in the English Midlands, the 

birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, 

it met each month to discuss recent 

scientific developments and conduct 

experiments.   

 

Many of Wright’s friends and patrons 

were members of the Society.  It 

epitomizes, like Wright’s painting, the 

spirit and exchange of ideas that are 

the essence of the Enlightenment.  

 

The Society met during the full moon 

so that its members would have the 

convenience of riding home by the light 

of the moon- hence the Society’s name. 



By delaying the reintroduction of air, the scientist has created considerable suspense, 

as the reactions of the two girls indicate.  Their father, a voice of reason, attempts to 

dispel their fears.  The dramatic lighting not only underscores the life-and-death 

issue of the bird’s fate but also suggests the fact that science brings light into a world 

of darkness and ignorance.  The lighting adds a religious dimension as well. 



The elderly man on the right meditates on death- a theme whose universal 

application is made even plainer by the human skull preserved in the large glass, 

from behind which shines a single candle.  Another traditional motif of transience is 

introduced in the watch in which the man on the left times the demonstration.  

Behind his a boy watches with fascination.  

 

 The youthful couple are alone in ignoring the central action, their eyes locked in love, 

their thoughts only of life.  They are Mary Barlow and Thomas Coltman, who were to 

marry in 1769; their double portrait as a married couple, painted by Wright in 1771, 

is also in the National Gallery in London.  



Joseph Wright of Derby. A Philosopher Giving a Lecture at the Orrery (in which a 

lamp is put in place of the sun),  c. 1763-65, oil on canvas 



The fascination science had for ordinary people as well as for the learned is the 

subject of this work where Wright depicts a scholar demonstrating a mechanical 

model of the solar system called an orrery, in which each planet (represented by a 

metal orb) revolves around the sun (a lamp) at the correct relative velocity.  

Awestruck children crowd close to the tiny orbs representing the planets within the 

arcing bands symbolizing their orbits. An earnest listener makes notes, while the 

lone woman seated at the left and the two gentlemen at the right pay rapt attention. 



The artist visually reinforced the fascination with the orrery by composing his 

image in a circular fashion, echoing the device’s orbital design. Wright’s choice of 

subjects and realism in depicting them appealed to the great industrialists of his 

day, including Josiah Wedgwood (1730-1795), who pioneered many techniques of 

mass-produced pottery, and Sir Richard Arkwright (1732-1792), whose spinning 

frame revolutionized the textile industry. Wright himself studied painting near 

Birmingham, England, the center of the Industrial Revolution.  
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STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your 

research on these 

paintings by 

Gainsborough and 

Hogarth, devise a 

question to present to 

and answer for the 

class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response 

might be formally 

assessed. You may 

choose to address only 

one painting or both.  



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your 

research on these 

paintings by Joseph 

Wright of Derby, devise 

a question to present to 

and answer for the 

class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response 

might be formally 

assessed. You may 

choose to address only 

one painting or both.  


