1

REFLECTIONS ON JOSEPH WRIGHT OF DERBY 
Barbara Spillane, Belleville Middle School, Belleville, New Jersey, NEH Summer Seminar 2000


Historical Interpretations of the Industrial Revolution in Britain
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth at the University of Nottingham 

Joseph Wright of Derby (1734-1797) was a foremost painter of the Industrial Revolution in Britain. His paintings reflect the influences of his life during this important time in world history. Wright is significant to the Midlands region of England because he was born, raised, and developed, his career, for the most part, in and around Derby. This paper will review the various themes illustrated in his paintings and reflections by the researcher who has viewed many of these paintings. The comments that will be made are through his portrait paintings, industrial scenes and scientific paintings. Also Wright‘s artistic style and innovations such as his of artificial light will be explored. 

Joseph Wright was born in Derby, England on September 3, 1734, the third of five children of Hannah Brookes and Joseph Wright, an attorney and town clerk. The house of his birth, 28 Irongate, is no longer standing. At age of eleven, young Wright took up drawing. It is also at an early age that he became interested in mechanical and scientific inventions, which are later reflected in his works.

After his death in 1797 his brother Richard wrote the following bibliographical details to a former pupil, William Tate. 

At an early age in age in life he showed great propensity to knowledge in several mechanical branches: (he) would frequently spend his vacant time from school in going to different shops to see the men work. When he returned home he would imitate their works. . . .(Benrose 6) 
From 1751 to 1753 at the age seventeen he was apprenticed to a portrait painter, Thomas Hudson, of London. Hudson’s influence would be seen throughout Wright’s career. After his apprenticeship, Wright returned to Derby where he painted the first of his twenty self-portraits. These ranged from very serious facial expressions to whimsical ones such as the one completed in 1772-1773 while studying in Rome. Using Rembrandt’s style, he portrayed himself with a turban and brigand. Many of these self- portraits are still in existence and can be seen in art museums in England. 

After his training, Wright established a portrait painting practice in and around Derby that would sustain his career throughout his lifetime. During this time, he painted members of the rising middle class, professional people and local landed gentry. Wright establishes himself as a travelling portrait painter of the Midlands.

In the late 1760s Wright also began to paint subject pictures and experiment with interiors lit by candles and other sources of light. These dramatic contrasts of light and shade derive from such masters as Rembrandt and Gerrit van Honthorst. A monograph by Benedict Nicholson (1968) called him the ‘Painter of Light’. 

Then in 1773 another influence entered Wright’s life as he travelled to Rome, Italy with his pupil, Richard Hurlestone; the portrait painter John Downnan and the sculptor James Paine. During his two years in Rome, Wright sketched classical sculptures and architecture. After witnessing the eruption of Vesuvius in October 1774, he was so inspired that he painted over thirty paintings of this phenomenon in the next twenty years. He drew on the French specialist on 
volcanoes, Pierre-Jacques Volaire, and the concept of the sublime from Edmund Burke. In the sublime the artist goes against reason. He uses poetic insights and his emotions as he contemplates a scene. Many of Wright’s subsequent landscapes illustrate the tranquillity of an Italian landscape. 

After two years, he returned to Bath and then to Derby in 1781. He was later elected to the Royal Academy. Wright married Hannah Swift in July of 1773. They would have two sons. It is during this time that Wright began to develop more romanticism in his works shifting his appeal from reason to imagination. 

This romantic influence is seen in Wright’s famous portrait at the Tate Britain, Brooke Boothby (1781). Boothby was a wealthy Derbyshire landowner and member of the Litchfield Literary Circle, who became a patron of Wright. In this portrait Boothby is seen reclining in a forest setting contemplating nature. This was an unusual position for the time period. He is dressed in plain, informal brown suit. Boothby is resting on his one hand while in the other he is holding a vellum bound volume of Rousseau. Rousseau’s book is important to Boothby because he edited and published in French, the Premier Dialogue, for the first time in 1780. His facial expressions suggest deep thoughts as Boothby reflected on nature. The illumination comes from the background. 

Another prominent portrait of Wright’s is that of Sir Richard Arkright (1789- 1790). Arkwright was an important industrialist of the period who invented the spinning frame, which revolutionized the textile industry. His massive portrait is exhibited at the Derby Museum and Art Gallery. The portrait immediately catches one’s eye because of its physical size (950x 600). It depicted a very confident, powerful figure displaying his invention of twenty years prior, the spinning frame, on a table where his left arm rests. The portrait was completed after a series of patent trials that Arkwright went through which he lost. It clearly showed his confidence and steadfastness.

“Arkwright sits proudly and defiantly by the invention he still claimed as his own. . . .Wright painted Arkwright ingenuously but plainly; it was . . .a patent likeness”. (Daniels 58)
As was previously stated, Joseph Wright was interested in science and inventions at an early age. His scientific paintings allowed him the opportunity let his imagination thrive. Wright was able to tap into what Joel Mokyr in The British Industrial Revolution called this a scientific mentality of the period that encouraged a new approach to the study of nature and science. (Mokyr 76) 

Wright had as his patrons such men as Josiah Wedgewood, Joseph Priestly, Erasmus Darwin, James Watt, and Richard Arkwright. In the 1760s and 1770s, this group and others formed the Lunar Society in Birmingham. They regularly met on the evening closest to the full moon so that they would have the moon for light on their way home. The Lunar Society discussed the latest scientific discoveries and suggestions for improvements in industry. This was a prominent group of the Midlands. Although Wright was not a member of the Society, he was always interested in their proceedings. The Lunar Society is acknowledged in a small gallery at the Derby Museum and Art Gallery and at the National Portrait Gallery in London. 

The two most notable of the scientific paintings which this researcher was able to view are A Philosopher Giving that Lecture on the Orrery in which a Lamp Is put in Place of the Sun (1766) and An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768). These paintings allowed Wright to experiment with light using such subjects as the moon, candlelight, and chemicals. 

In A Philosopher Giving that Lecture on the Orrery a philosopher or scientist is demonstrating how the planets in the solar system move around the sun during the year. This painting may have been based on a lecture by James Ferguson, who came to Derby in 1764, to give a series of 
public lectures. Ferguson often used an orrery to demonstrate his principles. Wright may have attended one of these lectures. 

The orrery is a mechanical model or planetarium of the solar system, which can be used to demonstrate the motions of the earth and moon as well as other planets around the sun. A working replica is exhibited at the Derby Museum and Art Gallery along with the painting. 

The lecturer in the painting is John Whitehurst, a prominent instrument maker and natural philosopher. In this painting, a brass ball which represents the sun, has been replaced by a lamp 

which is in a jar of oil. The lamp’s reflection is all that we see. The children’s faces reveal the excitement and tension of this shadowy scene. 

Besides its subject matter, this painting was significant because it is the first time an artist took a contemporary science lecture and elevated it to a painting. This work drew upon the artist traditions of Rembrandt and Caravaggio. 

Wright’s second well known scientific painting that will be discussed is An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump, which was first exhibited in 1768. Once again a scientist is demonstrating a concept. In this case it is an air pump with an expensive cockatoo in it. The audience consists of a young couple, two female children who seem to be anticipating the worse, a frightened young boy, their father, and several other gentlemen.

The demonstration of the air pump was a contemporary parlor trick of scientific showmen. In this demonstration of pneumatics, one is left with the dilemma of whether the bird lives or dies. In a lecture attended by this researcher, curator Jane Wallis of the Derby Museum and Art Gallery, suggested that the cockatoo may be a religious symbol, and that Wright is commenting on the moral dilemma of whether killing is acceptable for scientific purposes. 

As one viewed this painting, the drama and sense of scientific principles were felt. Most of the light comes from the flask with an unknown amoebic type form in it. The other source of light is from the moon once again showing the influence of the Lunar Society. The dark background forces your attention to the air pump which is illuminated. This powerful painting leaves the viewer in awe of its immense size, lighting, philosophical issues, and subject matter. 

For the purposes of this seminar Joseph Wright’s industrial paintings have the most significance. Wright lived during this period of great industrial change in Britain and was very much a part of the contemporary industrialists who played a major role in the Industrial Revolution. The Derbyshire region, where he established himself, provided much of the setting for industrialization in Britain.

In his industrial paintings, Wright explored a number of themes including mass production, mechanization, technology, labour, and agriculture. In the industrial landscapes, the artist tended to incorporate industry into an artistic landscape. These paintings portrayed the worker as a heroic individual but also supported the importance of the development of industry. Wright exhibited a number of these paintings at the Society of Arts in Liverpool from 1771 to 1773. 

An interesting contrast can be drawn from two such paintings: An Iron Forge (1772) and An Iron Forge Viewed from Without (1773). Iron forges were used throughout the Midlands in mines and mills. In these paintings the labourer is dignified as he performed his tasks. 

In An Iron Forge , the man with his back to the audience holds a large bar of glowing metal on the anvil which is to be shaped into an ingot of cast iron. At the centre is a very muscular labourer standing with his arms crossed as he looks back very paternally at a woman and her children. He may be her husband. This painting showed the bold style of Caravaggio (1569-1609) who developed a technique known as chiaroscuro. This technique employs the elements of light and dark with images. (Klingender 60)

The Iron Forge Viewed from Without (1773) in contrast is a cutaway of an iron forge. The setting is a Gothic barn set in a rugged industrial landscape, illuminated by the moon. Our centre of attention has shifted to a gentleman, a capitalist, viewing the labourer while he works. The capitalist is dressed as a Derbyshire iron master, Charles Hunt, whose family dominated the industry of the region. The labourer is working with a smithy at night, thus allowing the artist to show different lighting effects. A red glow is seen against a pale gleam of moonlight. The contrasts of light and shade give the painting a romantic nuance. In 1773 this painting was bought by Catherine the Great of Russia and is held at the Hermitage in St. Petersburg today.

In my opinion the most aesthetically appealing industrial landscapes of Joseph Wright are those of Richard Arkwright’s cotton mills. Arkwright’s Cotton Mills by Night (1782-1783) showed the 

prominence of the mills at Cromford, lit up by night from candles under a full moon. The mills have a rosy glow which illuminate the canvas. Wright portrayed these with a romantic touch. The factory ran at night with several hundred workers. Every window in the mill is blazing with candles concealing the spinners inside. This candlelight piece elevated the treatment of the mill to the stature of a country estate. It is not surprising that this painting was bought by Daniel Parker Coke, MP for Derby and later Nottingham, who was a staunch defender of the factory system. Today the painting is held in a private collection. 

Arkwright’s Cotton Mills by Day was completed seven years after the first painting. The mills now have more windows indicating the expansion of the factory. In the background is Arkwright’s large, brick residence, Rock Hill, which still exists at the top of the hill, overlooking the mills. 

One of the seminar’s field trips was to Arkwright’s mills at Cromford. The original mill is still in existence but needs to be restored. The curator pointed out to the group where Wright had positioned himself, above the village to paint these landscapes. It was interesting to try to envision the perspective that the artist used in doing his works and then to view the paintings.

Joseph Wright continued to paint until his death on August 24, 1797, a few day short of the sixty-third birthday. He was buried at St. AlkmundÌs Church in Derby. The Derby Mercury of August 31, 1797 acknowledged his death in this manner: 

“. . .he has long been held in high esteem throughout Europe his name will be held with the highest celebrity for succeeding generations. . . .”
This paper reflects on some of the works of a contemporary painter of the Industrial Revolution, Joseph Wright of Derby. In doing the research and seeking out his paintings in Derby and London, it is clear that his stature in the twentieth century has grown. The Derby Museum and Art Gallery has two galleries devoted to his works. Some of his other paintings can be viewed at the Tate Britain, the National Gallery, and the National Portrait Gallery. 

In his book, Joseph Wright, Dr. Stephen Daniels of the University of Nottingham writes about the resurgence of interest on both a local and international level of the artist. Some of his works were included in the Tate’s international travelling exhibit in 1990 that was displayed in London, Paris, and New York City. 

“At the end of the twentieth century, as we are conscious of a shifting world, and citizens in contemporary Britain, like those of WrightÌs time, review their culture and identity in terms of a new Europe, the range and depth of WrightÌs art appear compelling”. (Daniels 77) 
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