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Summary

This article explores the history of Richard Ansdell’s great painting ‘The Meeting of The Royal
Agricultural Society, Bristol 1842 which hangs in the Society’s Council Chamber in the Arthur Rank
Centre at Stoneleigh Park, Warwickshire and provides an insight into the background of a number of
the individuals portrayed within it.

The painting depicts the 1842 Meeting of the Royal Agricultural Society (or The Royal
Show as it is known today) staged at Bristol, probably being on Clifton Downs to the North-
West of the City.

It is not known whether or not the picture was commissioned by or (more likely) purchased by
Thomas Agnew the elder because it was donated, probably by his son Thomas the younger,
to Salford Museum and Art Gallery in 1868. It measures 16ft. x 6ft. and is reputed to be one of
the larger canvases that Ansdell painted. Set in a landscaped background, it represents one
hundred and twenty seven of the more important members of the agricultural community who
were reputed to have attended the event. It includes horses, dogs and seventeen implements
and machines that would have been displayed on exhibitors’ trade stands, the details of which
can be found in the 1842 catalogue. An accompanying key-plate identifies those depicted.
The painting was published as an engraving in 1845, of which the Society holds two copies.

It has not been possible to locate records of when Ansdell commenced the painting but he
first produced sketches in oils of the individuals before including them in the final work; at
least two of the sitters, The Earl of Leicester (Coke of Norfolk) and Lord Western are known to
have died before the picture was completed. The Society has in its possession 45 of these
original paintings and a further five engravings. The whereabouts of the remainder are not
recorded but they do appear on the market from time to time. The Society’s Record of
Disposals (1956) lists a number of individual portraits that were ‘consigned to salvage’ due to
their poor condition and they may include some of those that are missing.

One can only speculate as to whether or not The Rt. Hon. The Earl of Hardwicke, the
Society’s President at the time, was consulted over its composition but the placing of
individuals within the painting poses an interesting conundrum for social history enthusiasts!
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Soon after its completion, it was seen by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert when it was
exhibited in Maddox Street, Regent Street, London and later it was on show at the Society’s
meeting held at Derby in 1843.

In 1886 it was reported to have been destroyed, its whereabouts apparently being unknown
and it was by way of a speculative letter in 1956 that the Society learnt that the painting was
in Salford, rolled up having apparently been in store for a number of years. Upon request it
was loaned permanently to and restored by the Society the same year. It was hung in the
Council Chamber of the Society’s London Office in Belgrave Square and when the lease on
the property was relinquished in the early 1990s, it was re-hung in the Council Chamber in the
Arthur Rank Centre at Stoneleigh Park where the sketches and engravings are also displayed
within the Society’s Archive. It is identified by art experts on the period as one of the artist’s
more important works.

Richard Ansdell Esq., (1815-1885) was born at Liverpool in 1815, the son of a block maker.
On leaving school at the age of thirteen, he is said to have been apprenticed to W.C. Smith, a
profile and portrait painter. He first became established in Lancashire having become known
for his ability to combine portraits of people and their animals into a landscaped background
and received commissions from influential patrons including 3" Earl Spencer, the Society’s
President (1838 and 1843). He was a prolific artist who g

was exhibiting at the Royal Academy by 1840 and his total =
contribution to the RA between 1840 and 1885 is reputed
to have numbered 150 but he had to wait until 1861 to be
elected an Associate Member of The Royal Academy
(ARA) and a full academician (RA) in 1870. He always
retained his love for Lancashire but moved to Kensington,
London in 1847 and had homes at both St. Albans and
Moy in Scotland. He travelled extensively in both Scotland
and Spain. He was recognised as one of the leading
artists of the day and was often compared with Edwin
Landseer. His pictures are said to have sold well,
averaging some £750 during the latter part of his lifetime
(£20,000 at current values) and many were engraved; he
was a wealthy man at the time of his death at Farnborough
Hampshire in 1885. His eldest son, Thomas married
Constance the grand-daughter of Thomas Agnew the
elder.

Richard Ansdell by David Wilkie
National Portrait Gallery

Thomas Agnew Esq., (1794-1871) the elder was born in
Liverpool where he studied drawing and modelling. He
moved to Manchester and in 1810 was apprenticed to an
Italian print-seller Vittore Zanetti who also dealt in clocks and
optical instruments and with whom he entered into a
partnership in 1817. Following the latter’s retirement in 1828
he became the sole proprietor of the firm in 1835 when
under his direction, the business specialised in dealing in
works of art, print publishing and with carving and gilding
picture frames. His gallery was originally in Manchester with
a second opening in London as well in 1860. Thomas
Agnew and Richard Ansdell were believed to have been
very close and Agnews handled many of Ansdell’s paintings.
They became deeply involved in the highly profitable
business of publishing engravings and published one of this
picture by S.W. Reynolds the younger and a number of the
original artist’'s sketches. He was Mayor of Salford.

Bust by M. Noble, 1853
Agnews
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Agnew’s commitment to the production and sale of prints is exemplified in the following
extract from an advertisement that appeared in The Art Union, June 1845 drawing readers’
attention to:

AGNEW'S GALLERY OF
PORTRAITS OF EMINENT ENGLISH AGRICULTURISTS.

Thic i the first attempt o form, inoaostyle worlhy of e sabjeet, an Engraved Gallory of Portiaifs of the Leading Asvienlturists of Great Britaing and perhaps at no pre
vions period was suelan attempt w0 i|'|\| i 15 al the present time, wl » hias elevn amd e =fill extending, the power of the enltivate s of the soil, The lnrlwl
are all whole length, wmiform in size, and beantifully engrave |I by Mr. Revnowns, fron the oviginal Portraits painted fwm life by Mr, AXSDELL,

Antographs Proofs | Ve i = i i P & v W £1.1 0

Lettered roofs . . . i . . i e . P ni G

I'rints £ i ik i w dia e iy ‘e o n 76

Siar of the Engravingz, 17 inches by 11 inehes,
e following are now ready i—
Mlis Grace the DUKT of RICIMOND, The Right Wonourable LORD WORSLEY.
1lis Grace the DUKE of SUTHERLAND, HENRY ITANDLEY, Tsq.
1lis ce the DUKT of NORTHUMBERLAND. J. A, RANSOME
The Right Tenourable the late BARL of LEICESTEIR, GRORGE WILBRRAHANM, Fsq.
The Right Honourahle BARL TALBOT, GRORGE TOLLET, 1sq.
The Right Honourable the late LORD WESTERN.
The Portraits of the late Tarl of Leicester and the late Lovd Western were |M!h\|-‘<7 a few months prior to their decense,

Eneh Portrait may be had separately.

ol by Messes, FORES and (10, Piecadilly, and Messrs, ACKERMANN and CO,; Strand, London; and THOMAS AGNEW, Printseller and
Publisher to the Uneen, Prinee Alhert, and the Duke of € "ﬂ!:l\l\ﬂm‘ Hr]u:kllor\ of Atrts, Manchester,

Private collection

The one hundred and twenty seven individuals portrayed in the painting included not only
many of the early ‘improvers’ who were associated with the Society’s work, but also leading
agricultural scientists and inventors of their day. It is worthy of note that among them is HRH
Adolphus Frederick, 1% Duke of Cambridge (1774-1850), the 7" son of King George 11l and a
brother to King George IV and King William IV. Such was their stature that it has been difficult
to select from the fifty images in the Society’s possession those worthy of further
consideration. However, 34 have been chosen and their images are included in the following
pages. Short biographical notes researched and mostly written by Mrs. Rosemary Eady,
(Hon. Vice President and former Council member representing Northamptonshire) are added
to highlight the work for which they were renowned.

John Charles, 3™ Earl Spencer, (1782-1845).

Whig Politician and prominent agriculturalist and one of a small group
of landowners, agricultural writers and farming enthusiasts who
attached at least as much importance to the scientific development of
agriculture as they did to legislative means for the achievement of
rural prosperity. He who proposed the formation of a national
agricultural institution at the Smithfield Club Dinner in December
1837. Elected as the first President of the Society in 1838 (then The
English Agricultural Society) and again in 1843 he worked untiringly
on its behalf in the formative years. He is reputed to have been the
most influential member of the Whig governments of 1830 to 1834
serving both as Leader of the House of Commons and Chancellor of
the Exchequer. He is widely acknowledged as one of the more
important links between the early improvers such as Coke of Norfolk
and the Duke of Bedford and the agencies such as our Society and
The Great Yorkshire Agricultural Society of which he was also a
founder member. He was highly respected amongst the farming
community. His wife, Esther Acklom of Wiseton, Nottinghamshire,
died in childbirth at the age of 29 in 1818 and although his estate was
at Althorp in Northamptonshire, he spent much of his later life at
Wiseton and developed one of the leading Shorthorn herds of the
time.
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Thomas William Coke, Earl of Leicester, KG. (1755-1842)
(Coke of Norfolk).

Coke inherited the Holkham Estate in Norfolk in 1776 at the
age of 21 and by his own admission knowing little about
farming invited his neighbours to teach him. These annual
gatherings soon became known as the Holkham
Sheepshearings and were held continuously from 1777 until
1821. He was immensely innovative, installing drainage to
his estate and applying lime, marl and the ‘new’ bone
manures to his light flinty land. Experimenting with different
breeds of livestock, he is reputed to have trebled their
numbers, used the recently developed seed drill and within
a decade had increased soil fertility to a point where it was
possible to grow wheat as opposed to rye. He was a firm
believer in long term tenancies and did much to encourage
his tenants to take up developing technology. He is reputed
to have refused a peerage on a number of occasions
because the offer had been made by a government of whom
he did not approve! He was eventually ennobled in 1837 by
Queen Victoria in the first year of her reign as the first Earl of Lelcester (second creatlon) and
Viscount Coke. Truly one of the great early improvers, his reputation as an innovator,
communicator and disseminator of knowledge remains unblemished.

This group of four agriculturalists are related by
Achievement, Estate and by personal Association
and exemplifies the quality of the Council of the
Society in 1842 which took as its original epigram
Practice with Science. They are, left to right:

John Chalmers Morton Esq., (1821-1888). (The
first initial T on the frame is incorrect.)

After he attended lectures by David Low at
Edinburgh he assisted his father John Morton, the
agent to Lord Ducie at the Whitfield Example Farm
in Gloucestershire. At the age of 18 in 1839, he was
possibly the youngest Governor of the Society.
Founding editor of the Agricultural Gazette and a
prolific writer on agriculture, he also had articles
published in the Society’s Journal

L
l.i _T.C.MorTon. D' Lyon PLAYFAIR, DiJusT

Dr. Lyon Playfair, (1818-1898).

Scientist, Courtier and Politician, born in Chunar, Bengal. After an education in St. Andrews,
Scotland and medical studies in Edinburgh, he studied with Liebig in Germany. He was an
Honorary Member of the Society and Consulting Chemist from 1842-7. He investigated the
potato blight in Ireland. After advising the Prince Consort on his new invention of filtering
royal sewerage to fertilize the Osborne estate, he became a special commissioner
assisting with the 1851 Exhibition which is enduringly remembered through its Royal Charter
‘To increase the means of industrial Education and to extend the influence of science and art
upon productive industry’. He was created 1st Baron Playfair in 1892.
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Dr. Justus von Leibig, (1803-1873).

An Honorary Member from 1842, he was born in Darmstadt, Germany where he studied at
the Universities of Bonn and Erlangen. He became a professor at Giessen in 1824. He was
famed for his systematization of organic chemistry, production of industrial dyes and his
pioneering of the production and use of artificial fertilizers. In 1842 Lawes appointed Gilbert, a
pupil of Liebig, to be director of research at Rothamsted. By 1840 Liebig had developed
concentrated beef extract, a bouillon to nourish the impoverished. With George Giebert in
1865 he founded the Liebig Extract of Meat Company to manufacture the flesh of livestock in
Uruguay, previously only used for hides, and made a product which eventually became the
Oxo cube. In 1873, the year of his death, the company, renamed Fray Bentos, started
producing corned beef. In May 1874 the Council of the RASE recorded their sense of loss
which not only the Society, but the whole world of science, suffers by the death of Baron
Liebig whose chemical discoveries, especially in relation to the production and utilization of
food, have been of the utmost importance to agriculture.

Henry George Francis Moreton, (1802-1853). The Rt. H on. 2" Earl of Ducie.

The Rt. Hon. 2" Earl of Ducie. A Whig MP for Gloucestershire before he succeeded to the
title in 1840. As an early correspondent to the journal he wrote about the growing of carrots.
A noted breeder of Shorthorns, also on his estate at Tortworth in Gloucestershire was the
Whitfield Example Farm. His stance as a repealer of the Corn Laws seems not to have
affected his position within the Society for he became President for 1851-2. In the 1842
painting he, and his associated group, are placed in front of the Ducie Cultivator, marked
D, and made by his Utley Machinery Company. The Society holds an undated press-cutting
relating to the sale of his herd of Shorthorns in 1853 that refers to some of the cattle being
purchased by Mr. J. Thorne and exported to the USA (ref: Society's Register of Artefacts No:
E1.5).

The Rev. Professor John Stevens Henslow (1796-1861).
An ordained minister and extraordinarily gifted scientist who held
successively chairs of mineralogy and botany at Cambridge. A
Fellow of the Linnean Society at the age of 22 he was a founder
of the Cambridge Philosophical Society in 1821. A tutor of
Darwin, it was he who recommended Darwin for the Beagle
expedition and received the specimens which were sent back to
Cambridge. He was responsible for remodelling the Botanical
Garden at Cambridge for educational purposes. The Society
made him an Honorary Member in 1842. After he resigned his
professorship for a Rectory at Hitcham in Suffolk he became
involved in improving the education of the labouring classes
when he established schools, allotments and other benefits for
his parishioners. His fame as an educationalist spread to the
Royal Family and he was invited to give some lessons in botany
to the Royal Children.

Charles Shaw-Lefevre Esq., MP. (1794 +1888) .

An MP from 1830 and Speaker of the House of Commons 1839-
1857 after which time he was created the 1* Viscount Eversley of
Heckfield. With his mother, a Lefevre, came his Huguenot
ancestry. He married the younger daughter of Samuel Whitbread
2" In 1835 he was chairman of a committee on agricultural
distress. At various times he was a church estates commissioner
and an ecclesiastical commissioner. Involved totally with the new
Society, he was on the committee of management; one of the
original seven members of the journal committee to which he was
a fruitful correspondent. He became President in 1863 and this
painting of him was presented to the Society by Sir Walter Gilbey
Bt. in 1896. In 1893 he published an authoritative work on Agrarian
Tenures. He was a Governor of the Society.
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