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It is almost impossible to talk about art unless one can show illustrations at the same 

time. Hogarth is to some extent an exception to this rule. One can present many of the 

salient points about him just by describing a few of his pictures. That is due to one 

particular trait in his art, and that particular trait contributes more than anything else 

to his outstanding Englishness.  

 

Of the Englishness of Hogarth there can be no doubt. Time and again he has gone out 

of his way to parade it. He went abroad only once—to France—and a fellow traveller 

says that ‘wherever he went, he was sure to be dissatisfied with all he saw’. He ‘was 

often clamorously rude’ in the streets. He signed a letter to the press ‘Britophil’ and 

complained in it of ‘foreign interlopers’, and he dissuaded young artists from 

travelling to Italy because it would ‘seduce the student from nature’. 

  

What did Hogarth call nature? He is most famous for his series of paintings and 

engravings, such as the ‘Marriage a la Mode’ or ‘Four Stages of Cruelty’. But he 

began as a painter of what are called conversation-pieces, small groups of people 

joined together in conversation or some other action. Among his early paintings there 

is also one of a parliamentary commission sitting in judgement over a gaoler who had 

ill-treated prisoners in Newgate Prison. That is a kind of pictorial newspaper report—

and an extremely early case of that sort of topical illustration in paint. But Hogarth 

saw that he could not make enough money out of conversation pieces. So he tried his 

hand at—I am quoting him—’ what the puffers in books call the great style of History 

Painting’. But he did not succeed in ‘this grand business’ and so, he says: ‘I turned my 

mind to a novel trade, the painting and engraving modern moral subjects, a field not 

broken up in any country or any age’. Such subjects, he wrote, would ‘both entertain 

and improve the mind’ and ‘bid fair to be of the greatest public utility’. And so, at the 

age of thirty-six, he came out with ‘The Harlot’s Progress’, soon to be followed by 

‘The Rake’s Progress’, and then all the others.  

 

This decision of Hogarth has several aspects of special interest to us. One is the 

almost complete absence in all English art of the so-called Grand Manner, the large, 

monumental, rhetorical painting of religious or mythological subjects which plays so 

predominant a part in the art of the Baroque, that is the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries in Italy or France or southern Germany. As for the Baroque style 

in religious art, Hogarth knew the reason for its absence in England very well. He 

says: ‘Religion, the great promoter of this style, rejected it in England’. That is: 

England is a protestant country, and there is no demand for much painting in 

churches. But the character of the English was against it too. That should not surprise 

you; for understatement, or reticence, or whatever you choose to call it, is nowadays 

universally regarded as typically English. But there is yet more to it; the distrust of the 

Grand Manner is based on common sense, on reason. Lord Shaftesbury, the great 
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philosopher who died when Hogarth was sixteen, had written: ‘You cannot 

successfully evoke, if you don’t believe’. And Hogarth’s father-in-law, Sir James 

Thornhill, by far the most Baroque and grandest of native English painters, in the 

margins of an extremely interesting drawing published some years ago by Professor 

Wind, has argued the case for and against the Grand Manner and a truthful 

representation of what actually happened.  

 

The event he was going to paint was the landing of George I in England in 1714. The 

annotations to the sketch start like this: ‘First of all, it was night’. So that he could not 

keep anyway. And then people would have to appear who were by this time in 

disgrace, the dress the King wore was ‘not graceful or enough worthy of him’, and so 

on. But in the end Thornhill reached a decision in favour of a moderate realism and 

not the Grand Manner.  

 

His son-in-law, Hogarth, would probably not have hesitated to banish the Britannias, 

the Father-Thameses, the Tyrannic Powers trampled under, and so on—all stock 

allegories of Thornhill himself and his contemporaries. Hogarth agreed with Dr. 

Johnson who once said: ‘I had rather see the portrait of a dog I know than all the 

allegories you can show me’. To me this is as irritating as most things the old bully 

said, but I am afraid it is crushingly English. Fuseli, the brilliant, somewhat 

sensational Swiss painter who lived in England from his twenty- third year to his 

death and knew Reynolds as well as Blake, said there was ‘little hope of Poetical 

painting finding encouragement in England. The People are not prepared for it. 

Portrait with them is everything. Their taste and feelings all go to realities’. So 

Hogarth took his decision and started his series of ‘modern moral subjects’, ‘to 

improve the mind’. Such a decision is very much what the Age of Enlightenment 

might have led to in any country, yet I suggest that there is something specifically 

English again in the cool self-consciousness of the decision. ‘I determined to have a 

brush at it’, Hogarth writes. That is not the way a German or an Italian artist would 

express himself. This oddly detached attitude to his own creation, this seeming lack of 

compulsion, is also English, as we shall see later.  

 

Today, what matters is what he painted and how he painted it. Take one single 

painting and two episodes from one series. First, the painting called ‘Strolling Players 

in a Barn’, which was published as an engraving in 1738. The action seems at first 

complete chaos. The barn is crowded with people and the most heterogeneous things. 

Jupiter and Cupid, both fully dressed up, are taking down a pair of stockings hanging 

from a washing line. Juno is rehearsing her part, while the Goddess of Night is 

mending her stocking. A woman impersonating Jupiter’s eagle is feeding a baby with 

gruel; the saucepan stands on a royal crown. And in the middle you have Chaste 

Diana also rehearsing. She has on only a chemise and allows you to see her very 

attractively rounded bosom and her plump thighs.  

 

 

‘Marriage à la Mode’  
Now we turn to the ‘Marriage a la Mode’. In No. 1, the marriage contract between the 

son of the earl and the daughter of the city merchant is signed. The two fathers are 

busy, one with his family tree, the other with financial documents. The young people 

do not care for one another. The Viscount is looking away from his fiancée and taking 

snuff; the girl is engrossed in a conversation with the young and ardent lawyer, 
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Councillor Silvertongue. In the foreground a dog and a bitch are tied together by a 

chain and do not seem to enjoy it. Scene 2 is the morning after a party at the house of 

the young couple. The Viscount had not been present. He has come back from gaming 

and whoring. You see him sit in a chair, exhausted and also depressed by his losses. A 

cap and ribbon hang out of his pocket, taken in the night from his female companion. 

Her Ladyship is en déshabillé, also in a chair stretching herself idly. Playing cards and 

musical instruments lie on the floor. In the adjoining dining-room a servant shuffles 

about respectlessly yawning, and the old steward is leaving with his ledger and a 

packet of unpaid bills, looking desperately worried.  

 

And so the story goes on. Even the pictures on the walls take part. In the scene of the 

Levee, a picture of Ganymede appears above the Italian castrato singer, Correggio’s 

‘Jupiter embracing Io’ hangs above the Viscountess attended by Councillor 

Silvertongue. In front of this group, incidentally, a black servant boy holds grinningly 

a statuette of Actaeon, that is of a man with horns on his head.  

 

Here, again, from my particular point of view I have to make several comments. 

Hogarth was a brilliant painter, one of the naturally most highly endowed painters of 

eighteenth-century England. The technique in which he tells his stories is of 

sumptuous fluidity, unhesitating and exuberant. But to him the story mattered more 

than the art. The purpose of painting is not painting, but the telling of stories with all 

the incidents which an observant eye can discover any day. They are not embellished; 

on the contrary - see the ‘Strolling Players’ - Hogarth has a mischievous pleasure in 

debunking. And he is never without an eye on the moral to be culled from the stories. 

In ‘The Four Stages of Cruelty’ you have Tom Nero as a little boy torturing animals 

and at the end murdering a girl and being himself dissected. Of these engravings 

Hogarth wrote: ‘If they have in some degree checked the progress of ‘cruelty, I am 

more proud of having been the author, than I should be of having painted Raphael’s 

cartoons’.  

 

A stupid statement. But what it does establish once again is that to Hogarth art is a 

medium for preaching and that the most effective sermon is the recounting of what the 

observant eye sees around. Both are English attitudes. The first, preaching, is 

naturally entirely post- medieval; for in the Middle Ages most art was there to preach 

anyway; the second, recounting what the eye sees, is eternally English. So my further 

examples of preaching by means of painting will be from the centuries after Hogarth, 

my examples of the English as observers come also from the centuries before him. As 

regards the English tendency to preach and to reform by art, I need only remind you 

of the flourishing of political caricature in England in Gillray’s day, that is about 1800  

—some time before Daumier in France. Caricature is also connected with English 

liberty, but that aspect will come our way later in these lectures. Regarding preaching, 

I can also remind you of the pre-Raphaelites, of Millais’ ‘Retribution’, of Holman 

Hunt’s ‘The Awakened Conscience’, or of Ford Madox Brown’s picture ‘Work’, with 

the honest navvies, the rich girl distributing edifying pamphlets, the children in rags, 

advertisements of the Working Men’s College, and in the foreground Carlyle and F. 

D. Maurice out for a walk. Or might I mention Ruskin’s theory: ‘The art of any 

country is an exact exponent of its ethical life ‘and also: Painters cannot be great, if 

‘they are not (in the broad human and ethical sense) Good’.  
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But the other aspect of Hogarth’s art, the vivid rendering of observed life, is even 

more universally English. First of all nearly all the greatest painting of the British 

school is either portrait or landscape, Constable and Turner, and the watercolourists 

from Cozens to Cotman, Gains- borough and Reynolds and Romney and so on. You 

remember also Frith’s ‘Derby Day’, and ‘Paddington Station’, and perhaps even such 

pictures as ‘An Experiment with an Air Pump’ painted by Joseph Wright of Derby in 

1768.  

 

But it is not only in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that we find the English as 

the keenest observers. We can go back to the Middle Ages and find the same qualities 

in English art there. You have probably at some time or other been surprised by a 

strange habit of the illuminators of manuscripts for church use in the latter Middle 

Ages. They may put Jesus Christ into the middle of the page, but the margins are 

covered with birds and beasts, and little scenes from everyday life, and grotesque 

caricatures. The Middle Ages called them babwyneries, that is babooneries, or 

monkey-business. They were beloved by the artists of all countries, and to tolerate 

them is undeniably medieval rather than English—the naivety which allows the 

immediate neighbourhood of tragedy and laughter. But if you try to trace the 

baboonery to its source, you will find that it originated in England. Here it appears 

already at the height of Gothic nobility, in the middle of the thirteenth century, in the 

Bible of William Devon, and by 1300 it had become a universal English fashion—just 

at the moment when the religious representations on the same pages had become most 

exquisite, sophisticated, and often most exacting in their emotional intensity. But that 

aspect of English art will come into the open later. As regards the marginal 

grotesques, take the famous Ormesby and Gorleston Psalters, or the immensely 

copiously illustrated Queen Mary’s Psalter. There you have a ploughman and 

wrestlers, a man beating down acorns for his pigs, a windmill, hounds chasing hares, 

and a mock funeral conducted by rabbits—with no more decorum than Hogarth.  

 

Once you have spotted this English keenness on the everyday world observed, you 

will notice it also in the misericords or pity-seats of choir stalls carved from the 

thirteenth to the sixteenth century, and in the delightful little scenes on the capitals or 

roof bosses of thirteenth century cathedrals, at Wells, at Lincoln and so on. Or go yet 

further back to about 1140, and you come to such details of English Norman sculpture 

as the grave-diggers on one of the two big reliefs at Chichester Cathedral which once 

belonged to a chancel screen. Finally, back another sixty years, and you reach the 

Bayeux Tapestry now recognised as an English work of about 1080. Here the story 

itself is told with an amazing wealth of incident—soldiers wading in the water, their 

surcoats tucked up high, a sailor looking out from the top of a mast, the roast served 

on long spits—and on the top and bottom margins of the long strip which tells the 

story, you find a ploughman again, and what seems to be an act of indecent assault, 

and a huntsman blowing his horn. No Continental country has anything like these 

riches of observed life in medieval art.  

 

Incidentally, a friend of mine, a German scholar, has just, after nearly twenty years of 

research started publishing a five-volume collection of the evidence on English 

medieval art found in chronicles and so on, and he tells me this: The English sources, 

especially in the twelfth century, as against those of other countries, ‘are characterised 

by a far more vivid description with occasional criticism and even an occasional 

joke’. He stresses specially the fire at Croyland Abbey, the fire and rebuilding at 
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Canterbury Cathedral, and Jocelyn de Brakelonde’s description of monastic life, at 

Bury St. Edmund’s.  

 

 

Concern of the English with Realities  
If I might now widen our field for a moment, any history of philosophy will show you 

the firm and lasting concern of the English with realities and facts rather than ideals 

and systems. That starts with Roger Bacon right back in the thirteenth century who 

wrote that nothing can be sufficiently known without experience. It goes on to Francis 

Bacon in the Elizabethan Age, whom Voltaire called the father of experimental 

philosophy. He wrote this: ‘Those who determine not to conjecture and guess but to 

find out and know…must consult only things themselves’. And so it goes on to the 

utilitarian philosophers of the nineteenth century.  

 

However, I must not give way to the temptation of talking about Englishness in other 

fields than art. But, as regards art, one thing I want to stress which you may already 

have gathered: art, to me, emphatically includes architecture. Any separation of the 

two, as is usual in England, seems to me dangerous nonsense. You may think that the 

particular aspect of Englishness which we are dealing with today would not be 

applicable to architecture. But it is. For instance, England was the first country to 

develop an architecture of industry and engineering. That is connected with the 

unparalleled precocity of the Industrial Revolution in England, and the reasons for 

this are outside art and certainly outside my subject here. But the fact remains that the 

architecture of the spinning mill, that most matter-of-fact, most utilitarian 

architecture, is originally English, and so is the architecture of the iron bridge and the 

iron and glass architecture of the Crystal Palace. In both, I think, the practical, direct 

approach of the Englishman, the unconcern with the Grand Manner can be detected.  

 

Another architectural aspect is subtler. England was the first country in the eighteenth 

century to do consistently what the nineteenth century did everywhere, namely to 

break the unity of interior and exterior and wrap buildings up in clothes not made for 

them but for buildings of other ages and purposes. Your country house might be 

Grecian or Gothic, a summer house in a garden even Chinese or Moorish. After 1830 

a club would be like the palace of a princely merchant in Italy, a prison would be 

heavily castellated, and so on. I know full well that this historicism, as we call it, is 

universal in the nineteenth century. Yet England was the pioneer country—for better 

or worse—and in England it seems to me that there was a national disposition in 

favour of that kind of thing, because the costume tells a story, it is an evocative not a 

strictly aesthetic quality. The architect, like Hogarth as a painter, is not driven to 

express himself in one style and one style only (his own or that of his age), he chooses 

a style for what you might call literary reasons, just as the landscape gardener—and 

the landscape garden is again an English invention—places and designs his seats and 

temples and urns on pedestals to create certain moods.  

 

Making England responsible for the fancy-dress ball of architecture in the Victorian 

Age is not complimentary to the aesthetic genius of the nation. Nor is it perhaps 

complimentary to stress the concern of the English with narrative. But you must not 

forget two things. First, the discovery of reality in the Middle Ages was a great and 

constructive effort, even if England—as so often—in the end refused to go the whole 

hog and left the final achievement of realism to painters like Jan van Eyck.  
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Secondly, painting, because it tells a contemporary story, need not be bad painting. 

Why should it be worse than painting telling about Venus or Neptune or St. Jerome? 

This brings me back to Hogarth. Hogarth was, in fact, a born painter. His stories are 

dashed off with vehemence, and his paint is creamy and runs in juicy curves and 

scrolls and whirlpools. This sensuousness of handling and this brio, and also 

Hogarth’s delight in the feminine body half-exposed—all this was something new in 

English art. On the Continent this open technique and exuberant sensuality had been 

created by Titian two hundred years earlier and developed by Rubens and many of the 

great and small painters of the Baroque. Hogarth, in his succulent paint and also in the 

robust directness of his portraits, represents this international Baroque in England. 

When we come to medieval architecture in England you will see that the style of the 

fifteenth century had been robust, too, but it was hard and angular; and you will also 

see that the architectural style of about 1300 had been curvy and scrolly, too, but it 

was not expansive—it was thin and almost disembodied.  

 

So in this particular respect Hogarth represents first of all, of course, himself, his 

personal style and genius, but secondly he represents the spirit of the age interfering 

with his Englishness. These cases do happen. You see the same interaction of 

international Baroque and Englishness in the two greatest architects of England 

during the years when Hogarth painted: Vanbrugh and Hawksmoor. Both strike one at 

first as more Baroque than English. Yet there is Englishness in them, too. In their 

Baroque massing both remain angular and in their motifs they remain classical—and 

angularity and classicity, as we shall see, are English. Besides, Vanbrugh at least as 

not of English descent. His family was Flemish. However, Hawksmoor’s remains 

without doubt a case like Hogarth’s: Continental qualities modifying English. 

  

As for Hogarth, the spirit of the age appears in yet another interesting way in his 

work. In 1753 he brought out a book on the theory of art. He called it The Analysis of 

Beauty, and its essence was the praise of what he calls ‘the line of beauty ‘—a 

shallow, elegant, undulating double curve. The fondness for these double curves is 

actually (and that Hogarth could not know at all) a profound English tradition, one 

that runs from the style of 1300 to Blake and beyond. But the double curve is also an 

international principle of the Late Baroque and Rococo, and you will find it without 

any effort in individual figures and even whole compositions of Watteau in France, of 

Tiepolo in Venice, of Ignaz Gunther, the greatest German sculptor of the century, of 

Roubiliac, the Frenchman who was the great sculptor of that time in England, of early 

china, and of Rococo plaster-work on ceilings, woodwork surrounding mirrors, and so 

on.  

 

Here, then, an English quality in Hogarth and an international quality of Hogarth’s 

age work hand in hand. Hogarth’s moralising is another case of such combined 

operations. It is English, as I have tried to show you, but it is also a general tendency 

of an age which we call the Age of Reason.  

 

The structure of the web of any country’s art at any one moment is highly 

complicated; and if you listen to me when I introduce Sir Joshua Reynolds into the 

eighteenth-century picture, you will find it yet more complicated. But then historical 

reality always is complicated.  

 

 


