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Blake in the Marketplace 1852:
Thomas Butts, Jr. and Other Unknown

Nineteenth-Century Blake Collectors

BY JosepH VisCcOMI

The interest attaching to the great collection of Blake’s
works formed by his almost solitary purchaser, Mr.
Butts, has induced me to specify which were once his,
even in the instances where they have passed out of
the family. In some cases, the owners have not been
traced: in others, the imputed ownership has probably
ceased to be correct.

W. M. Rossetti, in Alexander Gilchrist’s The Life of
William Blake (2: 199)'

In 1968, while compiling his magnificent catalogue
raisonné of Blake’s paintings and drawings, Martin Butlin
appealed “for help over an untraced catalogue for a sale of
works from the Butts collection” ("William Rossetti” 39),
This, the largest Blake collection ever formed, was assembled
by Thomas Butts, one of Blake’s most important patrons,
probably between c. 1799 and c. 1810, and between c. 1820
and c. 1827. It consisted of over 200 biblical temperas and
watercolors, Milton illustrations, color-print drawings, il-
luminated books, illustrated books, and engravings. Butts
never catalogued the collection, but because most of it was
dispersed through auctions, beginning in 1852 with an auc-
tion attributed to Butts Jr. (Butlin, The Paintings and Draw-
ings of William Blake p. 336, hereafter referred to as Butlin;
numbers are catalogue entries unless preceded by a “p”), its
general make-up can be reconstructed through sale cata-
logues. By knowing its contents, we can trace the prov-
enances of individual works, gauge Blake’s productivity at
specific periods in his life, and estimate the extent of Butts’s
patronage. Thus, the possible loss of a sale catalogue is dis-
turbing. The collection may have been larger than previ-
ously thought, and the provenances of works not formerly
connected to Butts may need to be altered. Furthermore,
dispersal of the collection may have begun earlier than 1852
and undertaken by someone other than Butts Jr. Indeed, if a
sale with Blakes from the Butts collection is found whose
vendor is not Butts Jr, or another member of the Butts fam-
ily, then Blake’s first audience was a little larger than we re-

1 am very grateful to Martin Butlin and Robert Essick for reading
early drafts of this article and for their many helpful suggestions.

'William Michael Rossetti’s lists are in the second volume of
Alexander Gilchrist’s Life of Blake (1863). They are here referred to as
Rossetti, followed by page and entry numbers.
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1 Title page, Sotheby’s sale catalogue for Charles Ford’s collec-
tion, 26 June 1852,

alize, consisting of collectors possibly unknown to us, and
the dispersal of the Butts collection may not only have oc-
curred earlier than previously thought but have also oc-
curred through avenues other than auctions.

Butlin infers an untraced Butts sale from comments made
by William Michael Rossetti in his, the first, catalogue
raisonné of Blake’s works (Butlin 472). Rossetti states that
six biblical watercolors and three illustrations to Paradise
Lost (1808) were acquired by a“Mr. Fuller, from Mr. Butts,”
and he quotes descriptions of these works “from the Sale-
catalogue.” For example, Rossetti records the provenance of
He Cast Him into the Bottomless Pit as “Mr. Fuller, from Mr.
Butts” and states that it is “Described in the Sale-catalogue
as*very powerful and characteristic™ (229, #174). No known
sale contains this work, a buyer named Fuller, or a similar
description. Butlin, forced to conclude that a sale is untraced,
records the early provenance of this work as: “Thomas Butts;
Thomas Butts jun., untraced sale; Fuller by 1863. .. ™
Rossetti records each of Fuller’s nine purchases in the same

* Butlin 524. The other Fuller purchases are similarly recorded (see
Butlin 195, 513, 519, 521, 522, and 536.1, 2, 10).
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way, quoting descriptions and/or titles from the “Sale-cata-
logue” and nothing more, which implies not only an
untraced Butts auction took place but also that Rossetti had
not seen the drawings themselves, that he was relying on an
annotated sale catalogue or a transcript for information.’
Looking through auction catalogues in search of some-
thing else, I recently found the “untraced sale” but, as is
often the case, the discovery raises more questions than it
answers. The auction was of drawings, watercolors, and
paintings and was held at Sotheby’s on 26 June 1852. The
“Fuller” recorded as buyer was almost certainly either Jo-
seph or Samuel, brothers who were well-known print deal-
ers in London between 1808 and 1862. They frequently at-
tended auctions and may have been buying for H. A. J.
Munro, who sold all nine works at Christie’s on 22-24 April
1868. Rossetti implies that Fuller still retained ownership in
1863, but the works were probably Munro’s by that time,
since the Fullers sold their stock of prints and drawings in
1862." In addition to Fuller’s nine acquisitions, the June 1852
auction included 17 other biblical watercolors, three other
1808 Paradise Lost illustrations, and two other works by Blake
that may have been prints or sketches (see Appendix 1 for
an annotated list of the Blakes in this sale). According to the
title page of the sale catalogue (illus. 1), the primary vendor
was “Charles Ford of Bath” (1801-70), who was probably
the miniaturist who lived and worked in Bath. According to
Graves, he exhibited at the Royal Academy between 1830
and 1856 (Dictionary 2: 136). He is not listed in the Dictio-
nary of National Biography, in any book on Blake, or in books
on British watercolorists, but is mentioned in a few refer-
ence works in art history (like Thieme-Becker and E. Benezit)
and a few works on British miniaturists, one of which suc-
cinctly notes that “little is known about him. He was in his
day one of the principal miniaturists at Bath. He may possi-
bly have been related to Charles Ford, an ironmonger” (Long
156). Foskett adds a little more: “according to O'Brien [he]

' Rossetti does the same with works from the 26-27 March 1852
sale that he had not examined. They are recorded as coming “from Mr.
Butts” and their descriptions as coming “from the Sale-catalogue.” For
example, lot 148 of this sale is" The Covenant, very fine,” which Rossetti
records as: “The Covenant. [From Mr. Butts,] Described in the Sale-
catalogue as ‘very fine™ (231, #193). Items recorded simply as coming
“from Mr. Butts” were often not given a present owner, presumably
because Rossetti was unaware of their locations in 1863

*In Kelley’s Postal Directory for 1852, they are listed as “printsellers,
publishers, and preparers of superfine watercolors [sic|” and were lo-
cated at 34 and 35 Rathbone Place. A steel engraving of their shop is
reproduced among the directory’s advertisements. The “Fuller” at the
Ford auction is most likely the printseller, as is indicated by his pur-
chase of lot 59: "D. Roberts, R. A. The bull Ring at Seville, engraved,
very fine/” for £8 10s,, the second highest price paid for an item at the
auction, and his only other purchase besides the Blakes. The “Exten-
sive, Interesting, and Valuable Collection of Modern Engravings, and
Illustrated Books, principally the Stock of Messrs. Fuller (sold in con-
sequence of the retirement of the senior partner)” was auctioned at
Southgate and Barretton 3 - 12 November 1862, No Blakes were listed.
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was a pupil and friend of Sir Thomas Lawrence” (275).% Ford
collected primarily the works of painters from his own gen-
eration and the one immediately preceding his, including
Richard Parkes Bonington, David Cox, Peter De Wint, J. E
Lewis, George Chambers, A. V. Copley Fielding, James
Harding, John Martin, David Roberts, and David Wilkie.®
Of Blake’s generation, Ford collected J. M. W. Turner, Joshua
Cristall, Robert Hills, George Barrett, and Thomas
Gainsborough.” But did he collect William Blake?

Included in the auction was “The Property of an Ama-
teur,” a very common appellation. Theoretically, the Ama-
teur may have owned the Blakes, in which case the Amateur
may have been Butts Jr. The problem here is that Blake’s 29
watercolors were sold in lots 155 through 182x, which ap-
pears to place them among Ford’s collection (lots 1-194, as
I hope to demonstrate). And yet, assuming that Ford was

* A minaturist painter named ). E. Ford lived in London at 15 Camo-
mile Street, Bishopsgate, according to the Wakefield [Postal] Directory
of 1794. The most famous Ford of Bath was Ann Ford, who married
Phillip Thicknesse. Whether Charles Ford was a relative of either fam-
ilv is not known; he may have been the son or descendant of John Ford
of Bath, a “Miniature Painter etc,” who exhibited at the Free Society of
Artists in 1764, 1774, 1775, 1776 (Graves, Society).

Linnell records in his journal for 8 May 1820: to “Mr Wyatt. with
Mr Blake / To Lady Ford—saw her Pictures” (Bentley, Blake Records
Supplement 104), According to Fraser’s Magazine 58 (July to Decem-
ber 1858), Lady Ford (the daughter of Benjamin Booth, a great collec-
tor of Wilson) had two children, Richard, the critic and collector, who
was the oldest, and James, a prebendary (423). Richard Brinsley Ford,
a descendant, informs me that he knows of no one in his family to
have collected Blake (private correspondence).

“O'Brien” is D. O'Brien, who wrote Miniatures in the Eighteenth
and Nineteenth Centuries (London, 1951). Both Long (156) and Foskett
(275) state that Charles Ford was “an associate of Wordsworth and
Hannah More.” No work on Wordsworth—biographies, chronologies,
or letters—mentions him and no portrait by him of the poet is known,
but Wordsworth had visited Bath for several weeks in April 1839, in
April and May 1841, and in March 1847 (Selincourt 3: 672-690; 4: 189-
198; 4: 835-841).

A “Ford" was at the Sotheby auction of Robert Balmanno, on 3
May 1830, and bought three prints after Lawrence’s portraits. A “Ford”
bought lot 178 at the 29 April 1862 auction at Sotheby’s, which con-
sisted of eight Blake drawings and sketches (Butlin 345, 349, 350, and
five unidentified works). A “Ford” bought Constable’s Hadleigh Castle,
a distant view, ¢. 1829, at Foster’s on 17 May 1860 (Reynolds 2: 29.6).

* Ford collected over 90 sketches and watercolors by Robert Hills
(1769-1844), and also seems to have been especially interested in the
works of William Henry Hunt (1790-1864), Edward Duncan (1803-
82), and E. W. Topham (1808-77).

" Ford has been overlooked by Turner scholars as well as by Blakeans,
He owned “Kenilworth Castle, a fine drawing” (lot 67), which sold to
W. Evans for £4 8s,, and “Sands at Hastings, effect of sunset, with nu-
merous Boats and Figures—admirably drawn” (lot 194), which sold
to J. Wilkenson for 1.2 4s. Wilton records the provenance of the first
Turner as Thomas Griffith (1833): John Ruskin; Munro sale Christie’s
2 June 1877 (398, #842). Apparently, Ford owned it before Ruskin,
who probably bought it from the dealer Evans. Wilton records the
provenance of the second as “presented by Turner to Sir Anthony
Carlisle, his doctor; Joseph Gillott, sale Christie’s 4 May 1872, now
untraced” (358, #£510). Apparently Ford came between Carlisle and
Gillott.
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