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Abstract

In 1806, the wealthy merchant Alexander Davison commissioned eight leading artists to produce
paintings depicting scenes from British history to hang in the dining room of his London
townhouse in St James’s Square. Many of these pictures are now lost but a record of the gallery
is preserved in the patron’s Descriptive Catalogue, which is presented here as a digital facsimile.
Davison’s project represents a rare example of a private individual investing heavily in history
painting at a time when the dearth of patronage for the genre in Britain preoccupied artists and
critics, prompting widespread debate over who could and should support the production of
historical pictures. This article explores Davison’s activities in the light of these concerns. It
argues that the gallery was designed to serve an ambitious private agenda as the merchant-a
prosperous parvenu and convicted fraudster—sought to secure entry into upper-class society and
to escape the taint of scandal. Deploying a traditionally public genre for private gain, Davison’s
project invites us to consider the opportunities, as well as the problems, associated with
patronizing history painting in early nineteenth-century Britain.

Introduction

By collecting from other countries, the individual may possibly enrich himself, but can

never give immortality to his name for patronage, or the country in which he lives the

honour of having cherished the fine arts. The encouragement, therefore, extended to a single

living artist . . . is a higher proof of true patriotic ardour.
In July 1806, during a brief interruption to his tenure as President of the Royal Academy,
Benjamin West wrote these words in a letter to Alexander Davison, a wealthy merchant who had
risen from lowly origins to become a powerful government contractor and a close friend of
Admiral Lord Nelson.? In his letter, West accepted a commission from Davison to participate in
an ambitious artistic project. Already active in the art world in various capacities, including as a
collector of rural genre paintings and a supporter of the British Institution for Promoting the Fine
Arts, Davison became a major player when, on 10 June 1806, he contracted the engraver
Valentine Green to oversee the creation of a gallery of painted scenes from British history in the
dining room of his house at number 9 St James’s Square in London. With Green acting as his



agent, Davison commissioned pictures from eight leading artists, upon whom he imposed two
unusual conditions: first, each painter should choose his own historical subject; second, each
should include a self-portrait within his work.? The artists selected to take part were James
Northcote, David Wilkie, Henry Tresham, Robert Smirke, John Singleton Copley, Richard
Westall, Arthur William Devis, and West. By June 1807, all eight commissions had been
completed and delivered to Davison. They were joined on the walls of his dining room by an
earlier work, Copley’s Death of the Earl of Chatham (fig. 1), which Davison won in a lottery
shortly after announcing his project and decided to incorporate in his nascent gallery.4 The
patron celebrated the display’s completion by publishing a “descriptive catalogue” of the
collection. This contained entries on the individual paintings written by the artists themselves
and typed facsimiles of their correspondence with Davison, including the letter from West
excerpted above.)

Figure 1

John Singleton Copley, The Death of the Earl of
Chatham in the House of Lords on the 7th July 1778,
1779-81. Qil on canvas, 228.6 x 307.3 cm. Collection
Tate, London (N0O0O100). Digital image courtesy of Tate,
London 2017.

The gallery had a relatively short life and was dismantled in 1823.9 Of the nine paintings which
originally constituted the display, only three are presently known to survive: Copley’s Death of
Chatham, West’s Sir Philip Sidney, Mortally Wounded, Rejecting the Water Offered to him, and
Ordering it to be First Given to a Wounded Soldier (fig. 2), and Wilkie’s Alfred Reprimanded by
the Neat-Herd’s Wife (fig. 3). There is a visual record for a further two of the pictures: Devis’s
The Conspiracy of Babington against Queen Elizabeth, Detected by her Minister, Sir Francis
Walsingham was engraved in 1830 (fig. 4) and Copley’s The Offer of the Crown to Lady Jane
Grey, by the Dukes of Northumberland and Suffolk, and other Lords, Deputies of the Privy
Council is known through an early twentieth-century photograph, published in the Connoisseur
magazine in 1928 (fig. 5).7 The other four paintings have not been traced to date. However, the
remark%ble Descriptive Catalogue has survived and provides a wealth of information about the
gallery.



' 'Figure 3
David Wilkie, Alfred Reprimanded by the Neat—

herd’s Wife, 1806—07. Oil on canvas, 109.2 x 154.9

cm. Private Collection. Digital image courtesy of
Hulton Archive.

Figure 2

Benjamin West, The fatal wounding of Sir Philip
Sidney, who rejects the water offered to him and
orders it to be first given to a wounded soldier,
1806. Oil on canvas, 198.1 x 157.5 cm. Collection
Woodmere Art Museum: Bequest of Charles Knox
Smith (Inv. 202). Digital image courtesy of
Woodmere Art Museum: Bequest of Charles Knox
Smith, Photograph by Rick Echelmeyer.



Figure 4 Figure 5

John Singleton Copley, The Offer of the Crown to John Charles Bromley after Arthur William Devis,
Lady Jane Grey, by the Dukes of Northumberland The Conspiracy of Babington against Queen
and Suffolk, and other Lords, Deputies of the Privy Elizabeth, Detected by her Minister, Sir Francis

Council, 1806-07. Qil on canvas, 191 x 171.5 cm. Walsingham, 1830, mixed media mezzotint
Collection unknown. Digital image courtesy of Witt engraving on paper, 66.6 x 57.3 cm. Collection the
Library, Courtauld Institute of Art. British Museum (Inv. 2010,7081.5831). Digital

image courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

A facsimile of the catalogue, taken from a copy at the Yale Center for British Art, is

published alongside this article (fig. 6). This is intended to draw attention to a unique and
understudied primary source. Consisting of a collection of detailed essays written by the eight
artists about their own work, the catalogue is without parallel among documents from the same
period. Moreover, it contains copies of the painters’ initial correspondence with the patron. Such
letters, if they survive, are usually buried in personal archives, rather than typed and bound in a
published volume. It is hoped the facsimile will be useful beyond this article to scholars of
British art, especially those interested in history painting, artists’ writings, and the artist—patron
relationship. In this article, the Descriptive Catalogue is used to help construct an account of the
gallery from its creation in 1806 to the dispersal of the paintings seventeen years later, focusing
upon the motivations and ambitions of the display’s prosperous but shady patron.



Davison, Alexander, Descriptive catalogue of the series of pict...
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Alexander Davison, Descriptive catalogue of the series of pictures, formed on subjects selected from the
history of England, painted by British artists for Alexander Davison, Esquire, MDCCCV!I. In the order in which
they arranged, at his house in St. James’s-Square, London. (London : Printed by Bulmer and Co., 1807).
Collection of the Yale Center for British Art (Call Number N5247 D3 D3+ Oversize).Digital facsimile courtesy
of Yale Center for British Art

Questions

Alexander Davison was a wealthy parvenu, a nouveau riche from a humble background who, in
the 1780s and 1790s, amassed an immense fortune as a shipping magnate, factory owner,
government contractor, and banker, and set about establishing a place for himself within the
metropolitan elite 2 However, his rapid social rise stalled in 1804, after he was found guilty of
electoral malpractice and handed a nine-month prison sentence. Following his release, he
endeavoured to rebuild his reputation but, less than two years later, he was in trouble again,
facing accusations of serious financial fraud. It was during this tumultuous passage in his life that
he created his gallery of history paintings.

Davison’s project has been largely overlooked by modern scholars, except for a brief analysis by
Holger Hoock, who examines the gallery in the context of broader trends in private collecting.lo
As Hoock observes, the acquisition of foreign Old Masters was widely regarded in eighteenth-
century Britain as the most prestigious form of art collecting. In the early nineteenth century,
however, increasing numbers of wealthy individuals, including the politician Samuel Whitbread
IT and the landowner Sir John Leicester, began assembling collections dominated by the work of
living British artists.'! Hoock terms this practice “collecting British”, although the behaviours
involved might be more accurately described as “patronage” or “sponsorship”.12 Citing
Davison’s gallery as an example, he suggests that “collecting British” functioned as “a form of
conspicuous cultural patriotism.”13 This assessment is supported by the above excerpt from
West’s letter to Davison, in which the painter casts aspersions on the “patriotic ardour” of those
who purchase pictures “from foreign countries” compared to those who patronize native artists.
West also suggests that the latter practice could “give immortality to [the patron’s] name”,
according with Hoock’s conclusion that collectors who invested in “the cultural cachet and
patriotic prestige that came with sponsoring British artists” often did so in order to “legitimise
[their] private 21§:,rendas”.14 Building on this scholarship, I will argue that Davison’s gallery was
designed to serve a particularly ambitious private agenda as the merchant sought to enhance his
social status and to repair his damaged name.

Among patrons of this period, Davison was highly unusual in choosing to commission history
paintings. Although several early nineteenth-century commentators exhorted private patrons to
commission such pictures, their pleas went largely unheeded.!” Defined by the representation on
a large scale of narrative subjects, typically historical, mythological, literary, or biblical in
character, history painting was presented in academic theory as the pinnacle of artistic
achievement. It was traditionally viewed as a publicly oriented genre, the imagery, patronage,
and display of which were supposed, ideally, to promote public good over private interest. Given
the prestige attached to the genre, many British artists and theorists were eager to see it thrive in
their own country. Yet a lack of patronage from the state and the church—the public institutions
which supported the flourishing schools of history painting on the Continent— worked against
the realization of this goal. From charitable donations to the Foundling Hospital to
entrepreneurial solo-shows, the eighteenth century witnessed various attempts to find alternative



patrons, display spaces, and audiences for history painting in Britain. Blurring the boundaries
between public and private, these efforts generated widespread debate about whose interests the
genre might legitimately serve. The same questions continue to preoccupy scholars today.16 In
Louise Lippincott’s words, “the principal questions then and now were and are: who would
support history painting in eighteenth-century Britain, why would they do it, and how?"17

To these three questions—who, why, and how —I would add a fourth: where? Davison’s gallery
needs to be understood in relation to the cultural geography of early nineteenth-century London,
which provided crucial precedents for the display. The gallery space itself is another “where” that
must be considered. Davison did not exert complete control over the room, instead allowing his
agent, Valentine Green, and his painters to make their own decisions concerning the subject
matter and display of the artworks. Yet the collection remained tied to the patron’s reputation and
perceptions of the gallery shifted in line with changes in his status. Investigating what was at
stake for the merchant in this grand but ultimately ill-fated endeavour provides a unique insight
into the functions that history painting could serve at a time when the patronage of the genre
raised more questions than answers.

Context and Precedents

Davison commissioned this series of history paintings in the midst of a personal crisis. Having
earned vast amounts of money as a merchant in Quebec, Canada, during the American
Revolutionary War, and as a government contractor in Britain following the outbreak of the
French Wars in 1793, Davison, the son of a Northumbrian farmer, endeavoured in the late 1790s
and early 1800s to enhance his social position.18 In 1795, he bought a country estate in
Northumberland and, three years later, he acquired his elegant townhouse in St James’s
Square.19 At the same time, he deepened his long-standing friendship with Admiral Nelson,
which had begun in Canada.?” This connection to Britain’s most celebrated naval commander
helped Davison establish a network of influential contacts, including government ministers and
royal princes. He also demonstrated his patriotic credentials: in 1798, he sponsored a medal for
veterans of the Battle of the Nile; in 1799, he oversaw an ultimately unsuccessful project to erect
a public monument commemorating a series of recent British naval victories; and, during the
invasion crisis in 1803, he spent £3,000 raising the Loyal Britons volunteer corps.21 However,
his social aspirations were dealt a major blow in 1804, when he was sentenced to nine months in
prison for electoral fraud, the charges relating to his unsuccessful attempt to gain a parliamentary
seat two years previously.22 The conviction severely damaged his reputation, costing him a
knigh‘thood.23 His problems were then worsened by the death of Nelson, his most valuable
personal connection, at the Battle of Trafalgar in October 1805.

Seeking to recover his social standing, Davison set about creating an impressive picture gallery
in his London residence. At this time, St James’s Square was embedded within a thriving hub of
cultural activity. The Square opened onto the genteel thoroughfare of Pall Mall, then home to
numerous polite public attractions, many of which involved artistic displays.24 The surrounding
streets were filled with opulent private dwellings, in which members of the social elite displayed
their artistic treasures. Davison recognized the importance of art collecting as a mechanism for
constructing elite identity. He displayed his collection of history paintings in his dining room,
where he regularly hosted fashionable dinner parties attended by “very distinguished
personages”’. The merchant’s motive for sharing his “hospitable board” and his art collection
with this elite audience was, according to one observer, “the project . . . of making him a

baronet” 2>



Old Masters were the pictures traditionally most sought after by private collectors in Britain.
Davison would have encountered many impressive displays of such works in the townhouses of
his wealthy and aristocratic neighbours in London’s fashionable West End. Belonging to
Granville Leveson-Gower, first Marquess of Stafford, the largest and most famous collection of
this sort in Britain at this time was displayed in Cleveland House on St. James’s Street, off Pall
Mall.2® Davison did not entirely reject this model of cosmopolitan collecting, acquiring several
seventeenth-century Dutch landscapes and two paintings by Claude Lorrain for his library.27
However, in his dining room, Davison sought to create a different kind of display, one consisting
entirely of modern British paintings. There were relatively few precedents for a gallery of this
type. An early trailblazer for the collecting of contemporary British art was Charles Watson-
Wentworth, second Marquess of Rockingham. The marquess’s eclectic art collection
encompassed classical sculpture, family portraits, and Italian religious paintings but, in the early
1760s, he created a display of recent works by British artists in the “large front parlour” of his
townhouse in Grosvenor Square.28 Including animal pieces by George Stubbs and landscapes by
the Irish artist George Barret, this gallery functioned as a stage for Rockingham’s “aristocratic
self—fashioning”.29 The parlour was furnished with expensive sofas, chandeliers, and a marble
chimneypiece. Large windows enabled people on the street to glimpse the magnificent interior
and the artworks on the walls. In these grand surroundings, the marquess—the eponymous leader
of the Rockingham Whigs—met his allies to debate political strategy. His British paintings
provided a backdrop to the discussion, foreshadowing Davison’s later decision to place
contemporary art at the heart of his social life 30

Rockingham died in 1782. His patriotic model of patronage was slow to catch on but, by the
early nineteenth century, the number of private collectors investing in British art had begun to
increase. For example, in 1805, Sir John Leicester converted the library of his house in Hill
Street into a “Gallery of Paintings by modern Artists” 3! In the following year, it was rumoured
that Robert Grosvenor, second Earl Grosvenor, planned to furnish a room in his new house on
Park Lane “with English pictures only”.32 However, these individuals remained in the minority
among private collectors in Britain, most of whom continued to covet Old Masters above all else.
Thus, in commissioning British artworks for his dining room, Davison was adopting an
innovative mode of art collecting.

The merchant’s gallery was especially unusual because, unlike other collections of British art
being formed at this time, it was exclusively devoted to history painting. Art collectors in this
period were generally reluctant to commission historical pictures, preferring instead to acquire
portraits, landscapes, and genre paintings.33 The most significant exception to this rule was the
king. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, George III commissioned upwards of forty
history paintings from Benjamin West, including a series of eight pictures representing the life of
Edward 11 for the Throne Room in Windsor Castle.>* Focusing on English history, this suite of
paintings offers a precedent for the display of subjects from “the annals of our own country” that
Davison sought to create in his dining room.

Yet royal palaces were not the only places in Britain where history paintings were displayed at
this time. Although only accounting for a small percentage of submissions, examples of the genre
routinely occupied prominent positions in the capital’s annual exhibitions and, since the 1780s,
some artists had been exhibiting their own history paintings in spectacular one-picture shows.>
There was, however, a significant difference between these temporary public exhibitions and the
permanent gallery that Davison sought to create in his private dining room. A closer parallel for
this domestic display was provided by West, the king’s favoured history painter, in his house and



studio at 14 Newman Street in Westminster, which he occupied from 1774 until his death in
1820.36 Placing the artist in the vicinity of wealthy and aristocratic patrons and projecting an
image of social and professional respectability, the establishment of a grand residence at a
fashionable address was considered almost essential for successful painters, sculptors, and
architects in this period.37 However, West’s home was unique among contemporary artists’
residences because it was dedicated to the promotion of history painting. Visitors to the property,
who included potential patrons, aspiring painters, and members of the public, were conducted
through a long gallery hung with the artist’s preparatory sketches before emerging into his
painting room.>8 Here, they would encounter his current works-in-progress, surrounded by
examples of his finished history paintings. West himself was often present in this space,
receiving his visitors as he worked. Dramatizing the production of historical compositions and
culminating in a live demonstration, this sequence of displays framed the artist as a pre-eminent
exponent of the genre.

In spring 1806, shortly before Davison launched his gallery, West boosted the profile of his house
and studio as a display space by withholding his most recent historical picture from the annual
exhibition at Royal Academy and insisting that visitors viewed the work at his residence.>” The
painting in question depicted the death of Nelson, a recent event which had captured the national
imagination, and its display attracted significant public and critical attention.*’ This would surely
have caught Davison’s interest, given his friendship with the late admiral. The exhibition shone a
spotlight upon West’s private residence, where, as Kaylin Weber observes, the artist had created
“an elaborate ‘temple’ to history painting and to himself’ * 41 In his dining room, Davison sought
to establish something similar, except, rather than focusing upon the process of artistic creation,
it celebrated the act of patronage.

The “Liberal-Minded Maecenas”

A long-standing source of concern in the British art world, the patronage of history painting
became an especially prominent issue in 1806, following the demise of John Boydell’s
Shakespeare Gallery and Robert Bowyer’s Historic Gallery. Boydell and Bowyer were print
publishers. Launched in 1786 and 1792 respectively, their galleries had sought to turn history
painting into a profitable enterprise.42 Both men commissioned leading artists to paint subjects
from a famous British text: the works of Shakespeare in Boydell’s case and David Hume’s
History of England (1754-61) in Bowyer’s. The resulting canvases were publicly exhibited and
engraved, the publishers generating revenue by selling the engravings in periodic instalments.*3
These ventures were initially successful but, after losing access to the lucrative European print
market during the Napoleonic Wars, both became financially unsustainable. The closure of the
Shakespeare Gallery was announced in March 1804 and completed the following J anuary.44 One
month later, Bowyer applied to Parliament for permission to dispose of his paintings by lottery,
initiating a lengthy process which concluded in April 1807 with the dispersal of the collection e
Together with fellow publisher Thomas Macklin, who undertook a similarly ill-fated project with
subjects from English poetry in 1787-99, Boydell and Bowyer provided a steady stream of
historical commissions for British artists at a time when few other patrons were investing in the
genre A6 The withdrawal of this vital source of support caused artists and critics to fear for the
future of history painting in Britain.

In St James’s Square, Davison lived in close proximity to the Shakespeare Gallery and the
Historic Gallery, which were both located on Pall Mall T n commissioning history paintings
from contemporary artists, he picked up where the publishers had left off. His desire to create a



display of pictures representing subjects from English history, albeit not specifically from
Hume’s text, suggests that the Historic Gallery in particular may have inspired him. He certainly
took an active interest in Bowyer’s venture, helping the publisher promote the lottery of his
paintings in the winter of 1805-6 &8 Perhaps Davison hoped that his private gallery would be
seen as a phoenix rising from the ashes of the unfortunate commercial project.

Davison’s gallery can be read as a response to contemporary opinions regarding the ambitions
and misfortunes of Boydell and Bowyer. In his Rhymes on Art (1805), the painter Martin Archer
Shee outlined two commonly held but starkly opposed views of the Shakespeare Gallery. Some
observers, he wrote, considered the project to be “a vast commercial speculation”, which had
encouraged the “advancement of the arts” in order to derive “profits”. Others viewed it as “a plan
originating in the patriotic ambition of a man, [who was] . . . raised above the temptation of
interest” and “determined to risk the accumulations of his life” in support of British art.*? The
latter viewpoint echoed the promotional rhetoric that Boydell and Bowyer had employed when
launching their projects. Both publishers had claimed to be pioneers working to “establish an
English School of Historical Painting,” a genre which had “[hitherto] been almost unknown” in
Britain due to a want of “adequate encouragement”.50 In this way, they presented their actions as
a generous service to the nation, disguising the fact that they were divorcing history painting
from its traditional role as an instrument of public moral instruction and redeploying the genre in
pursuit of private financial gain. Seen according to this viewpoint, the relationship between
Boydell, Bowyer, and Davison could be construed as one of continuity. Although men of
commerce, the publishers had acted in a manner removed from narrow self-interest; at their
downfall, Davison, another man with a mercantile background, had taken over their patriotic
mission of cultivating “an English School of Historical Painting”.

Equally, Davison could claim that his gallery was superior to the schemes of Boydell and
Bowyer because it was not driven by commercial imperatives. The publishers’ commercialism
could be viewed positively: Boydell had been hailed as a “commercial Maecenas” and had
highlighted “the advantage of promoting the Arts, in a commercial point of view”, suggesting
that his project would benefit the British economy, as well as the nation’s art.)! However, the
financial collapses of his and Bowyer’s galleries prompted a pessimistic reassessment of the
value of commerce as a means to support the arts.>% Shee, for instance, declared that “the arts
treated commercially . . . never can flourish” >3 He argued that art could only be properly
supported by government funding or by private patronage from “men of rank”, who were
elevated above the “wants and caprices” of the market.”* Prince Hoare, the Royal Academy’s
Secretary of Foreign Correspondence, echoed these sentiments, suggesting in 1806 that,
following the Historic Gallery’s failure, it was time for a “patron in a higher station of life” to
become “the liberal-minded Maecenas”.>> Viewed from this perspective, Davison’s privately
funded gallery could be interpreted as a corrective to Bowyer’s profit-making one.

One year prior to launching his art project, Davison donated 105 guineas to the newly founded
British Institution for Promoting the Fine Arts, an organization funded entirely by wealthy and
aristocratic collectors.”® Taking over the premises on Pall Mall formerly occupied by the
Shakespeare Gallery, the Institution claimed to be rescuing the arts from the vicissitudes of
commerce. It aimed to encourage “the talents of Artists of the United Kingdom” by displaying
Old Masters for their education and staging public exhibitions of their works.>’ Although it did
not focus exclusively on history painting, it presented the promotion of the genre as its ultimate
goal 8 Shee welcomed this development, suggesting that the “rank, respectability and influence”
of the Institution’s donors would enable them to “execute [their plan] with effect.”>? Through the



British Institution, Davison made important contacts in the art world. Indeed, this is presumably
how he met Valentine Green, the engraver whom he subsequently hired as his agent, who was the
inaugural Keeper of the British Institution. As Davison donated more than one hundred guineas
to the British Institution, he was automatically appointed to the body of Hereditary Governors.®
These governorships were advantageous for arrivistes like Davison: the only condition for
appointment was a generous donation but, because they were hereditary, they carried an
aristocratic lustre. Associating social prestige with artistic patronage, this may have encouraged
the merchant to believe that his personal ambitions could be served by responding to the calls for
a “liberal-minded Maecenas” that followed the downfall of Boydell and Bowyer. In effect, the art
world’s reaction against the publishers’ unsuccessful efforts to exploit history painting for
commercial gain created what Davison must have seen as the perfect conditions for him to
deploy the genre in pursuit of a different kind of private profit, as he sought to recover his
damaged reputation.

Reports of the merchant’s gallery were published in a number of contemporary newspapers and
periodicals, providing Davison with the favourable publicity that he craved. In 1807, The Artist
heralded the paintings as one of the “principal collections lately formed from the works of living
painters, and with the noble purpose of encouraging contemporary merit.”®! The Examiner
wrote, in May 1808, that Davison was “conspicuous among the Patrons of Painting for his
munificent encouragement of British Art, in the noble example he has set to wealthy amateurs, in
his series of pictures from British History.”62 As these comments reveal, supporters of the project
presented Davison’s gallery as a generous and patriotic endeavour. Shaped by the period’s
ongoing debates about artistic patronage, this rhetoric is a testament to the way in which Davison
carefully positioned his project in relation to existing models and recent events in the London art
world.

Inside the Gallery

Although Davison’s gallery was widely discussed in the press, his artworks were hidden from
public view. None of the pictures were engraved until the 1820s and Davison declined to follow
the example being set by other leading collectors of the period, including Thomas Hope and the
Marquess of Stafford, who opened their galleries to the public during the social season .53
Hanging in his dining room, Davison’s paintings were seen only by the important individuals
who attended his “grand dinners”. Following his imprisonment and the death of Nelson, the
merchant continued to stage these lavish entertainments. For example, the Morning Post reported
in February 1806 that the Prince of Wales and “most of the Ministers” had attended a recent
“festive party” hosted by Davison.%* With his reputation under threat, he presumably saw these
exclusive events as a means of reasserting his place in high society. The creation of his gallery
produced a grand setting for this concerted campaign of social networking.

It is difficult to reconstruct the spectacle that the gallery would have presented to Davison’s
guests. Two-thirds of the original artworks are lost and there are no visual records of the display.
The house in St. James’s Square survives but the eighteenth-century neoclassical interiors,
designed by Robert Adam, were removed in the nineteenth century. Although it is not known for
certain which of the numerous parlours served during Davison’s occupancy as the dining room,
the large front room on the first floor appears to be the most likely candidate 5 Piecing together
evidence from different accounts, it seems that the room was accessed through the library, where
the merchant displayed his two Claudes, some Dutch landscapes, and a large number of rural
genre scenes by the British artist George Morland.®® From this space, visitors proceeded into the



dining room, entering through a door in the north wall. There were windows on the south wall,
opposite the entrance, and the nine history paintings were divided equally between the other
walls, as detailed in a list at the beginning of the Descriptive Catalogue, which also gives the
works’ dimensions. The pictures are numbered in the catalogue “in the order in which they are
arranged”, starting with James Northcote’s painting “on the left hand of the door” and
proceeding in a clockwise direction around the walls.%7 Printed only for “private distribution”,
the catalogue may have been intended for perusal within the space, guiding visitors’ movement
around the room.%® Now that the gallery no longer exists, it is a vital source of information about
the display.

Catalogues were a common part of the apparatus of artistic display in the early nineteenth
century. They were produced for commercial galleries, private collections, and temporary
exhibitions, including those at the Royal Academy. In most cases, however, they gave only the
title of each work, the name of the artist, and occasionally a quotation from a relevant text.5 By
contrast, Davison’s catalogue features lengthy entries for each of the paintings, introducing their
historical subject matter and giving a detailed description of the composition. This level of detail
was consistent with other self-proclaimed “descriptive” catalogues of the period, most of which
were dedicated to foreign Old Masters. These texts were typically written by connoisseurs,
critics, and dealers, rather than by patrons or artists 70 See, for example, Daniel Daulby’s
Descriptive Catalogue of the Works of Rembrandt (1796) and the Descriptive Catalogue . . . of
some Pictures, of the Different Schools, Purchased, For His Majesty, the Late King of Poland
(1802) published by the picture dealer Noel Desenfans prior to his sale of the Italian, Spanish,
French, German, Flemish, and Dutch works from the collection.”! Significantly, in 1793,
Valentine Green wrote a catalogue of this type for an exhibition of his mezzotints after Old
Master paintings in the Dusseldorf Gallery. He stated that he had produced a descriptive
catalogue because “without [one], a competent idea of the magnitude and consequence of that
Collection cannot be formed.””? It is therefore tempting to see the creation of a similar catalogue
for Davison’s collection as evidence of Green’s active role in managing and shaping the project.
This decision made a bold claim for British art, suggesting that its productions were equal in
“magnitude and consequence” to important works of the Continental schools. Yet, although it
conformed in some ways to a pre-established type, Davison’s catalogue was unique in two
respects: the entries were written by the painters themselves; and it also featured letters from the
artists to the patron.

The catalogue stresses the freedom that Davison allowed those whom he employed. It begins
with a letter from the merchant to Green, in which he entrusts the engraver with “the chief
arrangement of the business with regard to the choice of Artists, and of the Subjects for the
Pictures”.”3 Green appears to have functioned as a negotiator and facilitator, mediating between
the preferences of the patron and the ideas of the artists. Examining the selection of artists, it is
curious that, alongside well-established history painters such as West, Northcote, and Copley, the
young Scottish artist, David Wilkie, was also invited to participate. Debuting at the Royal
Academy exhibition in 1806, Wilkie burst onto the London scene only a few weeks before
Davison launched his project. There was undoubtedly cultural prestige in acquiring a work by the
art world’s newest star but, given that his fame was founded on a small-scale rural genre scene,
he was an odd choice for a gallery of history paintings.74 This strange selection was perhaps
prompted by Davison’s enthusiasm for patronizing Scotsmen, which stemmed from his own
Anglo-Scottish identity, the result of having grown up near the border in Northumberland JB
However, although this suggests that the merchant exerted some influence over the choice of



artists, it was Green who approached the chosen individuals: the painter and diarist Joseph
Farington recorded that, when he called on Robert Smirke on 25 July 1806, “Green was there
upon the subject of giving Smirke a Commission to paint an Historical picture for Alexander
Davison.”’®

“Subjects from English History”

When it came to the choice of subjects, Green may have guided the selection, but he did not
dictate what the painters should represent. A prefatory note in the catalogue asserts that the artists
were given “the entire advantage of having selected their own subjects”.77 They were reportedly
asked to submit “a List of three Subjects from English History”, from which Davison would
“make his choice of one from each.”’® From the correspondence in the catalogue, it seems that
Northcote was the only painter who followed this instruction.’® The other artists propose only
one option in their letters to Davison, some soliciting his approval, others presuming his
automatic consent.’ However, it is unlikely that they would have defied the patron, if he had
rejected their choice. He also retained the right to refuse to admit their pictures to his gallery:
“after each picture is finished,” Farington noted, “[Davison] will pay the money due for it. . . . If
it be approved He will place it in his picture room, if not he will send it to an Auction’8! There
is no evidence that Davison rejected any works and it can be assumed that all of the paintings
met with his approval.

The prefatory note in the catalogue also states that, “intending to mark this Collection distinctly
from others of their works,” the artists were required to include self-portraits in their pictures.82
The acquisition of self-portraits aligned Davison with several highly prestigious precedents,
including the Grand Dukes of Tuscany, who amassed an extensive collection of painters’ self-
portraits over the course of the eighteenth century.83 However, the merchant’s request that the
artists embed their likenesses within history paintings was unusual. Acting of their own accord,
painters sometimes depicted themselves as historical figures —James Barry had famously painted
himself as the ancient Greek painter Timanthes in The Progress of Human Knowledge and
Culture (1777-83), his series of murals for the Society of Arts—but this was rarely done at a
patron’s behest.34 George III’s insistence that West include a self-portrait in The Institution of the
Order of the Garter (1787), one of the Edward III paintings for the Throne Room at Windsor,
provides perhaps the only precedent for Davison’s stipulation.85 Thanks to the presence of the
self-portraits, the artists themselves were as much the subject of the display in the merchant’s
gallery as the historical scenes that they chose to represent.

For viewers in the early nineteenth century, some of the historical episodes selected by the
painters would have been very familiar. Six of the eight artists—West, Wilkie, Tresham, Smirke,
Copley, and Westall —picked scenes that were identical or closely related to subjects depicted in
Robert Bowyer’s Historic Gallery.86 This is unsurprising given that the publisher’s project was
an important source of inspiration for the gallery as a whole. Wilkie, the most inexperienced
history painter in the group, elected to paint Alfred the Great in the Neat-Herd’s Cottage, an
iconic moment in English history which had been represented many times throughout the
eighteenth century, providing the artist with a surfeit of potential models.8” However, as a comic
incident in a rural cottage involving burnt cakes and mistaken identity, this scene was also ideally
suited to his talents as a genre painter.

Two of the painters selected more obscure historical incidents. These were apparently chosen
because they were appropriate to Davison’s personal interests, or to the requirements of his
commission. Northcote depicted Henry Percy, fifth Earl of Northumberland, presenting the



Princess Margaret, eldest daughter of Henry VII, to James IV of Scotland, which he believed had
“never yet been painted.”88 This scene saluted Davison’s Anglo-Scottish identity and featured an
ancestor of his long-standing friend and aristocratic patron Hugh Percy, second Duke of
Northumberland.3” Devis also depicted a scene for which there was little artistic precedent,
representing The Conspiracy of Babington against Queen Elizabeth. His painting showed the
Tudor queen viewing an incriminating group portrait of the conspirators. Depicting himself as
Babington’s portraitist (the figure holding the painting), Devis selected this subject, according to
his friend John Landseer, because it offered an “adroit” solution to Davison’s instruction that
“each Artist should introduce his own Portrait” in his picture, allowing the painter to represent
himself as an artist.”°

Whatever specific reasons each artist had for selecting his subject, there are some recurring
themes among their choices. All eight painters depicted scenes from the Medieval or Tudor
period featuring royal or noble protagonists. This is consistent with the historicist interest in the
knightly and courtly culture of the Middle Ages that became an increasingly prominent feature of
British culture during this period.91 Other common themes can also be discerned. A number of
these are explored by Holger Hoock and summed up in his description of the display as a
“gallery of scenes of virtuous royal, civic, and military leadership and English dynastic
history.”92

One particularly intriguing aspect of the gallery is the preponderance of scenes centred upon
female royalty, of which there were five. Two of these subjects —the marriage of Margaret Tudor
and Elizabeth I saved from Babington’s plot—depicted moments of dynastic growth and
personal survival. By contrast, the other three represented royal women in distress: Elizabeth
Woodyville forced to surrender her children; Lady Jane Grey pressured into accepting the crown;
and Mary, Queen of Scots, fleeing from defeat. In the gallery, these three subjects were displayed
together on the east wall. Opposite, on the west wall, hung the Elizabeth painting while the
Tudor marriage scene was on the north wall. This arrangement invited viewers to compare and
contrast different historical models of femininity. In eighteenth-century histories, Woodyville,
Grey, and the Queen of Scots were seen to exemplify “the proper ornaments of [their] sex”, such
as beauty and tenderness, and the vulnerability associated with these “ornaments”, which caused
them to be led astray by “treacherous counsel” and doomed their attempts to occupy positions of
power.93 By contrast, Elizabeth I was presented as a successful monarch because, it was claimed,
she lacked “those amiable weaknesses by which her sex is distinguished”, possessing instead the
masculine qualities of “vigour”, “magnanimity”, and “heroism”. 4 This imagined contrast
between feminine weakness and masculine strength was writ large upon the walls of Davison’s
gallery, where the tribulations of Woodville, Grey, and the Queen of Scots were juxtaposed with
Elizabeth’s triumph over Babington. Positioned in between these two extremes, Northcote’s
representation of Margaret Tudor “modestly presenting her hand to the King of Scotland” and, in
so doing, bringing about “peace and amity” between the warring nations of England and
Scotland offered an ideal model for the union of masculinity and femininity through the
institution of marriage 23 The emphasis in the gallery upon female roles raises the possibility that
women formed part of the intended audience. When the newspapers reported upon Davison’s
“grand dinners”, the attendees mentioned by name were generally male. However, the
merchant’s wife, Harriett, is recorded as playing an active role in hosting these “fashionable
parties”, suggesting that women were also present upon these occasions.”®

The grouping of three similar subjects on the east wall prompts further questions about how the
subjects were chosen. As the dimensions given in the catalogue show, the canvases were



different sizes. This was apparently done to enable specific paintings to fit specific spaces, such
as above the door, and to create symmetry on each wall.”” The arrangement must therefore have
been worked out before the artists started painting. One possibility is that the painters selected
their subjects independently and the hang was designed around their choices. Yet it is also
possible that the selection of subjects and the placement of the works evolved in tandem, through
a process of consultation and coordination between the various artists, Green, and Davison.

Exemplary Patronage

Although the choice of subjects for the gallery may have resulted from a collaborative effort, the
catalogue entries are self-contained texts, each artist discussing only his own painting. This
presents the gallery to the reader as a series of independent artistic efforts. In the late eighteenth
century, independence, together with originality and freedom, was heralded as one of the
distinguishing features of British art, echoing an older ideal of “Englishness” associated with
liberty and Protestantism.’® For Davison, there was prestige in appearing as an appreciative
facilitator of this supposed creative independence. In an open letter to the Society of Dilettanti in
1798, James Barry had condemned “self-important” individuals who imposed their own “ideas”
upon artists and argued that the true role of a patron was “to furnish a field for the exercise of
talents.”? Davison’s wish to be seen to embody this ideal offers a compelling explanation for the
most unusual features of his project: the self-portraits and the Descriptive Catalogue. His desire
to display his painters’ likenesses suggested his respect for them as individuals. Written in the
artists’ own words, the catalogue entries showed his willingness to allow their genius to speak for
itself.

Of course, there was one picture in the gallery that Davison had not commissioned: the Death of
Chatham. Depicting the fatal collapse of William Pitt, first Earl of Chatham, in the House of
Lords on 7 April 1778, this work was painted by Copley between 1779 and 1781 1001t was a
speculative production, the artist seeking to make his profit through a one-picture exhibition and
print sales. He also hoped to sell the painting but failed to find a buyer. It remained unsold for
more than two decades until, facing mounting debts, he resolved to dispose of the work by
lottery. Tickets were priced at one hundred guineas each, one twentieth of his original asking
price for the painting, and the draw was held on 27 June 1806.101 Emerging as the winner,
Davison resolved to install the picture in his nascent gallery of history paintings. Divided into
two sections and featuring a description of the composition, the entry for Chatham in the
Descriptive Catalogue is similar to the other catalogue essays but appears to have been written
by someone other than the artist, probably Green. It does not describe how Davison came to
possess the picture, perhaps because revealing the method of acquisition—at a bargain price,
through a lucky gamble —risked undermining the munificent self-image that the patron sought to
project. Glossing over the painting’s past, the entry hails the work as evidence of “present high
state of national talent in this first walk of the graphic Muse [history painting]” and issues a
rallying cry for future patronage: the picture is said to call “most imperiously and persuasively”
on “the patriotism and the liberality of the affluent, to enrich their country and posterity with
similar examples of excellence in art.”!92 This statement functions as an implicit tribute to
Davison, framing his commissions as proof of his exemplary “patriotism” and “liberality”.
Extolling the virtues of the merchant’s patronage, the artists’ letters printed in the second half of
the catalogue reinforce this message. Northcote refers to Davison’s commissions as “such
singular proofs of your truly liberal character”, while Tresham asserts that the patron “will be
awarded the rich harvest of public applause for his patriotic munificence”.!03 This obsequious



language is conventional for such letters: it was expected that artists would respond to offers of
employment with grateful blandishments.!?* However, Davison was alone among patrons of the
time in publishing the flattering missives that he received from his artists. In so doing, he relayed
their testimony concerning his importance to British art to the influential individuals with whom
he shared his catalogue, presumably hoping that it would enhance his reputation in wider society.
Davison himself has the last word in the Description Catalogue. The concluding text is a letter
that he sent to Green upon the gallery’s completion, in which he writes,

I trust [the paintings ] will leave it no longer doubtful whether the productions of our own

country deserve the patronage of the great and the affluent . . . May this example have the

full effect it was meant by me to produce! it
Like the rest of the catalogue, these comments advance his effort to achieve self-advancement
under the aegis of patriotism. Presenting himself as a champion of British art and a model for his
powertful friends to follow, the merchant simultaneously asserted his willingness to serve the
cultural interests of the nation and his status, despite his lowly origins and criminal record, as an
exemplary member of “the great and the affluent”.

Downfall

In his gallery, Davison sought to create the perfect stage for self-promotion but, before it was
even complete, his ability to play the part of the munificent patron upon this stage suffered a
crushing blow. In January 1807, the Parliamentary Commissioners of Military Enquiry published
a report highlighting major financial irregularities in his military supply contracts.!%% Accused of
embezzling thousands of pounds from the government, he was put on trial in December 1808.
Three months later, he was convicted and sentenced to twenty-one months in prison, his second
prison term in five years.lo7

After Davison’s dishonest dealings came to light, satirists and political commentators assaulted
the claims to respectability and liberality upon which he had staked his reputation. As one
newspaper quipped, “Col. Davison”, the supposedly patriotic commander of the Loyal Britons
volunteers, deserved to be rechristened “Coal Davison”, a soubriquet that referred to his
blackened name and to his abuse of his contract to supply the Army with coal.!%® Davison’s coal
fraud was the subject of a scathing satirical print titled The Coal Contractor, or a New Way of
Supplying Government Wholesale by the Bushel (fig. 7). Dorothy George attributes this
caricature to the engraver Charles Williams and his publisher Samuel Fores but the print itself
states only that it was published “by an Honest Scotch man” in “Feb. 1806”19 This date is
erroneous: the print cannot have been published before January 1807, since it refers to details
from the report of the Commissioners of Military Enquiry. The print shows Davison writing in a
ledger. He looks over his shoulder at two soldiers as they collect a delivery of coal from a pair of
labourers, one of whom metes out the order using a bushel. References to bushels and chaldrons,
the measures used in the sale of coal, are littered throughout the print, alluding to Davison’s
deceitful manipulation of this measuring system.110 One of the soldiers suggests that “we shall
have [the coal] by the Snob’s Chaldron next.” Davison’s status as a “snob”, meaning an
individual of low breeding or bad taste who seeks, through superficial and ostentatious displays,
to associate with his social superiors, is thus drawn into the print’s attack upon his comlption.111
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Figure 7

Attributed to Charles Williams, he Coal Contractor, or
a New Way of Supplying Government Wholesale by
the Bushel, 1807, hand-coloured etching on paper,
25.1 x 35.3 cm. Collection the British Museum (Inv.
1868,0808.7424). Digital image courtesy of Trustees
of the British Museum.

The caricature plays off Davison’s criminal activity against his attempts at self-promotion,
including his gallery project. In his letter rack is a missive addressed to “[ Alexander Davison]
Esq., Patron [of] the Arts” and behind him is a door inscribed “Pictu[re] Gall[ery]”, through
which can be glimpsed several large paintings in gilded frames. Hanging beside this door are an
admiral’s hat and sword, a reference to the way in which Davison traded upon his friendship with
Nelson to enhance his social credit.!!2 Meanwhile, on the shelf above his desk is a book of
“Subjects for British Artists”, together with a log of “Expences [sic] of raising my Corps”,
referring to the founding of the Loyal Britons, and volumes highlighting official responsibilities
financially abused by Davison, including his prize agency for the Navy, his appointment as
Treasurer of the Ordnance, and his victualling contracts. On the floor, books of “Cash reciev’d in
advance” and “Profits by Contract £1000,000” are piled atop a page of “Expences [sic] of the
Entertainment given to his Royal [Highness]”, alluding to the Prince of Wales’s frequent
attendance at Davison’s dinners. This extended juxtaposition of the merchant’s fraudulent
enterprise with his efforts to cultivate a respectable public persona makes his pursuit of social
status appear sordid and superficial.

Similar attacks on Davison appeared in the press. The Times joked that, while “the DAVISON
Gallery of Historical Paintings” had been begun by “Copley and other eminent Artists”, it would
be finished by “those equally eminent designers in their own way, Sir ARTHUR PIGOTT [the
attorney general], Sir SAMUEL ROMILLY [the solicitor general], and others,” who, in
prosecuting the merchant for his crimes, would paint a more accurate picture of his character.!!
Meanwhile, Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register argued that the claims of “the Davison
Gallery!!” to “liberality” and “public-spirit” were belied by its “enormous price”, which revealed
the patron’s greed.114 Together with The Coal Contractor, these comments highlight the gamble
that Davison had taken in attempting to exploit history painting for personal gain. The
effectiveness of his scheme hinged upon his patronage being perceived as genuinely patriotic, an
image that the exposure of his corruption compromised his ability to maintain.

3



Magna Charta

Despite his distress, Davison did not give up on the idea of using his paintings to his advantage.
It is a testament to how well he had positioned his project to speak to the art world’s anxieties
concerning the patronage of history painting that his gallery continued to attract praise in spite of
his disgrace. A particularly powerful tribute appeared in the second issue of the Annals of the
Fine Arts, a periodical launched by the architect James Elmes in 18 16.113 Elmes dedicated the
first instalment in a series of “Descriptive and Critical Catalogues of the Most Splendid
Collections of Works of Art in Great Britain” to Davison’s gallery, arguing that it most fully
embodied the ideal of patriotic patronage: it contained, he noted, “nothing but works of native
artists; all but one of which . .. were commissions from that liberal patron of his

countrymen.”1 16 Elmes’s account of the gallery quotes extensively from the Descriptive
Catalogue and comments on the arrangement of the pictures in the room, indicating that he had
been granted access to the gallery.117 This suggests that Davison supported the production of the
article and remained committed to publicizing his patronage.

Published in October 1816, Elmes’s tribute appeared in the midst of a desperate period for the
patron. Despite the fines and loss of business that followed his release from prison in 1811,
Davison had initially managed to maintain a comfortable lifestyle. However, in June 1816, his
banking business collapsed, plunging him into debt and forcing him to sell his house in St
James’s Square, together with most of the contents.'!8 Held in April 1817, the house sale
featured the bulk of Davison’s art collection, including his genre paintings, his Dutch landscapes,
and his two Claudes.'!® Davison refused, however, to sell his historical commissions, suggesting
that, even in his indebted state, he continued to prize their value as symbolic capital over their
monetary worth. Copley’s Chatham was offered for sale but it was bought back for Davison by
his friend the second Duke of Northumberland, who also purchased the house.!?0 Confusingly, it
seems that the merchant’s history paintings remained in the dining room in St James’s Square
and continued to belong to Davison even though the house was inhabited by the second Duke’s
son, who inherited his father’s title shortly after the sale.!?! This bizarre situation encapsulates
the widening gulf between Davison’s diminishing social position and the dignified self-image
that he persisted in attempting to cultivate using his paintings.

Remarkably, Davison added a new painting to the gallery during this period, despite no longer
owning the room in which the collection hung. This latest work was Arthur William Devis’s
Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury, shewing to the Barons of England, in the Abbey of
St Edmund at Bury, the Charter of Liberties that had been granted by King Henry I, and on
which the Great Charter of King John was subsequently founded (fig. 8), often known simply as
Magna Charta.'?? Davison had commissioned this painting, which cost four hundred guineas, in
1808, after the exposure of his corruption but before his trial, imprisonment, and financial
difficulties.'?> However, the work was not completed until late 1817, whereupon, as the Annals
of the Fine Arts reported, it was installed “among the other British pictures” in the dining room
of the house in St James’s Square “at present inhabited by his Grace the [third] Duke of
Northumberland.”!2*



Figure 8

Arthur William Devis, Stephen Langton, Archbishop of
Canterbury, shewing to the Barons of England, in the
Abbey of St Edmund at Bury, the Charter of Liberties
that had been granted by King Henry I, and on which
the Great Charter of King John was subsequently
founded, 1816—-17, oil on canvas, 115 x 150 cm.
Private Collection. Digital image courtesy of a private
collection.

Although considerably smaller in size, Magna Charta emulates Copley’s Death of Chatham in
composition, featuring a frieze-like band of standing figures. This compositional parallel
underscores a thematic link between the two paintings, both of which represent peers of the
realm acting as statesmen, albeit in different historical eras. The new painting reprised the focus
upon the Medieval period that characterized the first set of paintings commissioned by
Davison.!?

In other ways, however, Magna Charta stood apart from the patron’s earlier commissions.
Whereas they included only a single contemporary likeness—the self-portrait of the artist—it
was crammed with present-day portraits. A key was produced to identify the depicted individuals
(fig. 9). It reveals that the naval author James Stanier Clarke, the physician Martin Tupper, and
the engraver Thomas Cheesman appeared as clerics attending Archbishop Langton.126 More
significantly, the medieval barons were represented by portraits of modern-day nobles supposed
to have been their descendants.!?’ Other artists of the time, including James Barry, incorporated
contemporary portraits within history paintings but Magna Charta was unique in claiming that
the present-day individuals were descended from the historical characters in question.128
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Figure 9

Arthur William Devis, Magna Charta, (Reference-Plate
of the Portraits) from Catalogue of the Works of British
Artists placed in the Gallery of The British Institution,
Pall-Mall, for Exhibition and Sale, 1819 (London: W.
Bulmer and Co., 1819). Collection National Art Library,
Victoria & Albert Museum, London (200.B.20). Digital
image courtesy of National Art Library, Victoria &
Albert Museum, London.

By linking contemporary nobles with their ancient families and showing, in the words of the
Literary Gazette, “young heads upon old shoulders”, Magna Charta celebrated the core
aristocratic values of inherited authority and venerable ancestry.129 This in turn enabled Davison
to make claims for his own status, suggesting that, although he was a self-made man, he had
support from the “old shoulders” of the British elite. Significantly, most of the peers depicted
were his friends. The Duke of Northumberland is positioned at the head of the barons. To his
right is Francis Rawdon-Hastings, first Marquess of Hastings, who was a character witness at
Davison’s trial in 1809.13% Beside the zigzag column stands the barrister Thomas Erskine, first
Baron Erskine, who defended the merchant during his electoral fraud trial in 1804.131 The
painting as a whole could be viewed acting in Davison’s defence, providing proof that, although
condemned by the courts of law, he still carried favour in aristocratic society.

Magna Charta was sent to the British Institution’s annual exhibition of contemporary artworks in
1819.132 Davison had not previously exhibited his commissions in public, apart from allowing
Wilkie and Westall to include their paintings in their one-man shows of 1812 and 1814
respectively.133 However, by 1819, the dining room in St James’s Square had lost its value as a
display space: Davison’s society dinners had ceased and visitors to the gallery were presented
with the ambiguous spectacle of one man’s paintings in another man’s house. Given his long-
standing connection to the British Institution, it is not surprising that the merchant turned to its
exhibition—an annual event frequented by members of the social elite—as an alternative arena
in which to promote his patronage.

However, although Davison remained intent upon using his history paintings to enhance his
reputation, his debts eventually rendered their sale unavoidable. On 28 June 1823, his eight
original commissions, plus the Death of Chatham and Magna Charta, were put up for
auction.'3* After the sale, Davison withdrew to his Northumberland estate, acknowledging in a
letter to his son that he had failed to secure the place he desired in metropolitan society: “no
one”, he wrote, “was ever more sick of a place than I am of London and [I] care not were I never
to see it again.”135 He died in December 1829, his laconic obituary in The Gentleman’s
Magazine simply noting the death of “Alexander Davison, esq. of Swarlard Park, co.
Northumberland, and formerly of St James’s-square, London.”3% Yet, to the bitter end, he and
his family still sought publicity for the artworks that manifested his grand ambitions. Having
failed to sell in 1823, Devis’s Babington Conspiracy and Magna Charta remained in Davison’s



possession. Within four years of his death, large-scale mezzotints of both paintings were

published (fig. 4, fig. 10), presumably authorized by the patron in the final months of his life or
37

by his son, who inherited the works.!

Figure 10

John George Murray after Arthur William Devis, The
Archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen Langton,
presenting to the assembled barons the old charter of
Henry 1st as the foundation for the Magna Charta in
the Abbey of St Edmund at Bury, 1833, mezzotint and

stipple engraving on paper. 65.8 x 93.3 cm. Collection
the British Museum (Inv. 1893,0612.88). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

Conclusion

From the inception of his project through his ignominious downfall to his dying day, Davison’s
actions evince a steadfast commitment to the idea that history painting could serve as a powerful
vehicle for the pursuit of personal advancement. Featuring contemporary portraits embedded
within historical compositions and obfuscating the pursuit of private gain with a gloss of
patriotism, the merchant’s gallery underscores the necessity, asserted by Lippincott, of looking
beyond the traditional opposition between history painting and public virtue, on the one hand,
and portraiture and private interest, on the other, and considering instead “the ‘life’ of eighteenth-
century paintings first as commodities, then as property”.138 History painting is often
characterized as a burden that the British art world perpetually struggled to accommodate,
financially and ideologically. However, for certain individuals, it was a useful and surprisingly
flexible tool, the uncertainty surrounding the genre generating opportunities as well as alarm.
Davison’s story may be one of failure, his ambitions ultimately thwarted by his corruption, but it
invites us to ask an important question: what could history painting actually do for patrons in this
period?
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