THOVAS BEWCOK  1753- 1828

by Ray Watkinson

Artist and Artisan

Thormas Bewi ck, son of a small farmer, apprenticed to a provincial book
engraver, is one of England' s greatest artists, and the supreme naster of the
art of wood-engraving.

Hs work falls into a nunber of clear categories, and nuch of it was
the coarsest hack engraving: but what is to be remenbered in | ooking at all
of it,"including the nost inventive and expressive of his prints, is that he
did nothing without a firmappraisal of his purpose. He valued his own
achi evenent as an artist and knew hi s unchal | enged skill as a craftsnman, and
never feared., in the nmost utilitarian of day-to-day jobs, that his integrity
or the flowof his creative ideas mght suffer because his skill and his
i magi nati on were brought to bear constantly on quite hunbl e tasks.

Fromhi s hands and fromhi s workshop, between 1770 and 1828, cane, anong
much other work, many thousands of engravings to illustrate and decorate books
of all kinds; and it is for this work that he is renenbered and adm r ed.

e thing, however, nust be clearly understood about him: he was not,
sinply, an illustrator. He did nmake illustrations, and he carried out many
engravi ngs whi ch reproduced the designs of other artists. But it is the
engravi ngs which owe nothing to a given text, which are direct visua
expressions of his own i deas, using the wealth of his observation and
experience, which crown his work, and these, as works of art, are on the hi ghest

In saying this, | would not qualify it by any reservation. The fact that
these prints are limted to black and white, that few of themare even as big
as the palmof a man's hand, nust not stand in the way of our sharing Bew ck's
experi ence and, once having seen the world with his eyes, recognising the
degree to which our own experience is enriched. To this artist, the
limtations of his mediumwere not restrictive, but liberating; | know none
who commands a greater range of expression within one medi um

H s engravings vary fromthe bol dest and sinplest cutting, to blocks of
the nost mnute and delicate workmanship. But it is not the display of
virtuosity that nakes themnenorable. [It' is the conpl eteness of conprehension,
the apt selection frommaterial intimately known, the nusical play of pattern
to draw out meani ng, that make these tiny pictures the powerful works of art
which they are.. At this scale, and only at this scale, will this nedium and
these tools, by their very linmtations and discipline, transformfaithful
drawi ng into conpel | ing communi cati on.

Mich of Bewi ck's day-to-day work has di sappeared for ever - that is to
say, as being likely to be known again for his. For in addition to the wood-
engravi ngs, he did much anonynous work. He engraved cl ock-faces, which in
his youth were not yet enanelled; door-plates, coffin-plates, seals; noulds
for bottlenmaki ng and cl ay- pi pe naking, for buttons and other trinkets;
ornanented silverware with coats of arms, inscriptions, and el egant rococo
weat hs and borders: etched ornanent on sword-bl ades, gunl ocks, caneheads;



cut punches for type-founders, engraved plates for the printing of
banknot es, shop-cards, trade-cards, bookpl ates, bill heads; cut wood bl ocks
for simlar purposes, and for newspaper advertisenents; newspaper

headi ngs, illustrations for children's books, diagrans and maps; cut
letter stamps for bookbinders - in fact, the whole range of work which an
engraver's shop could, in his day, be called upon to do, Bew ck and his

partner and their apprentices did.

Most of this work, of course, was done to the order of tradesnen,
printers, publishers, craftsmen, manufacturers, and | ocal businessnen, and
carried out during a working day lasting fromseven in the norning to
seven in the evening. Nor was Bew ck's attention given sinply to the
designing and cutting of plates and bl ocks. He was running a craftsman's
shop, and nust receive or wait on custoners, travel to nake draw ngs,
arrange for printing, order materials, keep accounts, wite letters,
train apprentices. All this he did with a steady unpretentious pride in
hi s i ndependence, confident in his skill, his intelligence, and his

princi pl es.

This hardly sounds |ike the description of one of the greatest
artists of the Romantic era; vyet this in fact is what he was. | do not,
in saying so, describe himas a Romantic artist.

The student of English art expects to know, and in varying degrees
adm re, the paintings of Reynol ds, Gai nsborough, W1 son, Romey, Law ence:
he may yet know nothing at all of Bew ck but the name. Yet Bew ck was an
artist of no |l ess power than these, and of greater integrity than any. He
was not in his life-time ever thought to conpete with themas an arti st,
much as his work was adm red. The fashionable patrons of art who were
aware of his existence would think of himas "the ingenious M. Bew ck";
but it would not occur to themto question whether he mght not in fact be
a greater artist than the first President of the Royal Acadeny.

Time will largely invert this relation. The work of many of the nost
successful artists appears nore and nore shallow as tine goes by, for
their function and justification, the work they were paid for was the
creation in their patrons' mnds of inmages of self-esteem Bew ck had no
patrons: he had custoners; and when one of themw shed hi mto create such
i mages by drawing his prize sheep and cattle as bigger and fatter than
they were, Bew ck refused the job. Such artists as he, as Bl ake, as
Hogarth, as Stubbs, as Wight, will keep their significance and their
power to communi cate

Havi ng made clear ny conviction that a high proportion of the
t housands of engravi ngs which Bew ck produced have a special claimas works
of art, | nust now say that no study of Bew ck woul d be worth anything
that could do no nore than repeat and el aborate the assertion, or that
rested on the abstraction fromthe nass of a few favourite exanples. The
man i s a whole man, and his achievenent as an artist rests largely on the
hand- and-eye skill of the craftsman, on his use of particular techniques;
t echni ques which he developed in a revolutionary way fromthe work of many
unknown precursors, but which did not spring to his hand by magi c.
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Behind this again lies his actual condition of life, the circunstance
which inpelled himto pursue his particular path. He was not sinply an
engraver; nor, on the other hand, was he, abstractly, an artist. He
was a particular kind of artist;, one whose work sprang fromthe
printed book which gave him on the one hand, bread and butter, and on

the other, inspiration.

Nor was it the printed book, abstractly, that noved himto his
achi evenents. It was the printed book in a given society, in which it
had, as he plainly saw, certain functions, a certain potential, which
he grasped eagerly. It was the printed book indeed that gave himhis

i ndependence from patronage.

It woul d be easy, in looking at Bewi ck's world through his engravings
to look at himw th romantic hindsight and think of himas | ooking
backward with us. Certainly his view of his world was coloured with
regret for much that he saw die: the liberty of the poor peasant, the
ol d houses, the green land. But he was actively concerned in the
pursuit of knowl edge and the support of new ideas both technical and
social. Hs working life was devoted to devel opi ng the best techniques
of cutting and printing illustrations and pictures which should spread

enl i ghtennent anong his fell ows.

It woul d be easy, too, to present Bew ck as the untaught instinctive
geni us, the unlettered country boy with a flair for draw ng beasts and
birds and charmng rustic scenes. This would be as truthful and
valuable as the traditional tale of Gotto as the inspired shepherd boy,
di scovered by G mabue creating masterpieces in chalk on the road side
stones. In presenting Bewick as the antithesis of the conventionally
successful artist of his day, in giving proper weight to his origin and
background - an origin and a background which remained at all tinmes
sharply in his own consciousness - | do not nmean to offer yet another
Nobl e Savage, or to canvas synpathetically his struggles to raise
hi nsel f above the di sadvantages of circunstance.

He was an intelligent and an educated man, whose country chil dhood
and craftsman's training gave hima far richer source of imagery than
the tired puppet-pantheon of contenporary artistic convention could ever

have done. ' . . *

At the outset of his career, in the full consci ousness of his
abilities and of the readiness of friends in the capital to help himto
success, he turned his back on London and never, until he was an old
man within nonths of death, set foot there again, though many of his
dear friends worked there and he did nuch work for London publishers.

He chose to go back to his native Tyneside, and there to produce,
anmong thousands of now forgotten tradesnen's jobs, the nost remnarkable
series of prints; and to train at the bench the nost renarkable group
of wood-engravers and draughtsnmen; perfecting, in the process, a
new art-form

Bef ore | ooking closer at his actual work, we should | ook at this
world to which he returned so confidently.



Newcast | e- on- Tyne

Newcastle is not just another provincial town. It has its own specia
place in English history. Its name is enbedded in our |anguage in a
traditional phrase: to carry coals to Newcastle is to do sonething
supremnely usel ess and unnecessary. For the Tyne valley is our ol dest
coalfield, and fromNewcastl e, at the eastern end of Hadrian's Wall, coal
has been shipped to the rest of England, to France and Hol | and, and even
to the Baltic, for nearly a thousand years.

As long ago as the year 852, when Alfred the Geat was king, coa
went fromthe pits of Tyneside to the great abbey of Peterborough in the
fen country. In the 14th century at |east, ships fromNewastle traded
as far as Wndau in Latvia; and a series of royal charters, and nonopolies
gave the town and its burgesses privileges and protection al nost uni que,
ensuring a high degree of prosperity until the end of the last century.

The Burgesses of Newcastle had conplete control of the mining and
transport of coal, without rivals until in the md-eighteenth century the
Lancashire and Yorkshire coalfields were devel oped. The town was the
centre of the glass industry, fromthe time when Janes | gave Sir Robert
Mansel | the nmonopoly of production and inport of glass: the need to devel op
punps and engi nes for the deepening mnes nade Tyneside an inportant
centre of engineering, and in 1714, when there were only four steam engi nes
inthe country, two of themwere in Newcastle. It was here, too, that the
devel opnent of railways and the industrial production of alkalis began at
the end of the eighteenth century.

When, in 1639, Charles | was marching against the Scottish Covenanters,
he made Newcastl e his headquarters, and set up the first printing press
in any English provincial town; and in 1710, the Newcastle Gazette was the
first English provincial newspaper, appearing three tinmes a week.

Wth this concentration of industry and wealth, the town also had a
hi gh concentration of literate and indeed educated artisans and tradesnen,
and continually attracted nore fromthe whole of the north. It boasted,
i ndeed, of being the "London of the North", and it resenbled London in
having its chief shopping centre on the old bridge across the river. Anong
t hese shops, which hung over the Tyne until a great storm swept the bridge
away in 1771, there were, fromthe begi nning of the 18th century, many
bookshops. No other provincial town had so many booksell ers, anbng whom
were Bryson, Akenhead, Charnley, Linn (whose sign was the head of John Locke)

Fl em ng, Harrison, Turnbull, Barber, Chal mers, Reed, and Gooding: this at
a tinme when the whol e popul ation of Northunberland was about a quarter of a
mllion, and that of Newcastle well under 20, 000.

Though there was no theatre until 1781, plays were given in the
assenbly roons of the large inns, or in the Mot Hall; and John Gay's
Beggar's Qpera was produced in Newcastle in 1728, while it was still enjoying

its astonishing success in London.



Atown so situated, with such diversity of activity, and such
weal th, was naturally the centre of attraction for painters, rnusicians and
other artists inthe North. It was the natural place for the Beil by
famly, all highly skilled and wel | -educated, to settle. Children of a
Durham silversmth, their chief business was in engraving and gl ass-
enanel ling: Newcastle was the chief centre for silversmthing in the
North, and had its own Assay office.

To Ral ph Beil by, on the 1st of October 1767, Thomas Bew ck was
apprenticed for seven years.

Early Days

Thomas Bewi ck was bom on the tenth of August, 1753, eldest son of
John Bewi ck, who farmed eight acres of land about his house of Cherryburn
on the south bank of the Tyne, twelve mles or so above Newcastle. In
addition to farm ng, he worked, with a fewnen, a small colliery at
nearby M ckley Bank. His wife Jane was the daughter of a Cunberl and
school master. and farmer (WIson of Ainstable), and knew enough Latin to be
able not only to keep house for the Rector of Ovingham (as she did before
her marriage) but to help himin the village school.

Thi s background of solid yeoman i ndependence, of noderate confort
won by constant hard work, of country skills and earnest educati on,
coloured the whole of Bewick's life and outlook. O the countryside
itself, the wooded valley of the Tyne and the high noors stretching up to
Scotl and, no later circunstance ever inpaired the vivid i mages in Bewi ck's
m nd.

In the year of Bewick's birth, there was founded in London the
Society for the Encouragenent of Arts, Commerce and Manufactures. Two
years later, there began the Seven Years' War: the first modemwar: the
first, that is to say, fought on an intercontinental scale between nations,
not dynasties, and resting plainly upon conmercial causes. The enhanced
power of England after that war, the vast expansion of her colonies and
trading interests, and the devel opment of her manufactures, hastened the
prof ound changes hitherto hidden in agricultural and craft inprovenents,
and set in notion the Industrial Revolution. During Bewick's lifetine,
the character of England was radically changed; and he was at all tines
consci ous of the process, and of his part init.

In his boyhood, the tattered and crippled soldiers and sailors from
the recent war tramped fromtown to town, begging, seeking work and hones.
In his young manhood, the common | ands of the village on which the poor
| abourers could pasture a cow, a few sheep, a few geese, were gathered by
the enclosure acts into large farns and estates, and the peasants (whomhe
describes so lovingly in his Menoir) enmigrated, were turned into casual
workers in the towns, or becane paupers. -

Neverthel ess, in the process of this transformati on, Newcastle, |ike
Manchest er, Birm ngham and Liverpool, prospered, and Bew ck never | acked
for work.



Very early, he showed his remarkable talent for draw ng, and
t hough as the eldest son it woul d have been his place to take over the
farm his parents, helped by the legacy fromhis grandnother of £20
for an apprentice fee, began to look for a trade in which he could

exploit his skill.

One fine Sunday in 1767, WIlIliamand Ral ph Beilby rode out to
Bywell to visit a friend, who was so full of young Bew ck's praises
that the two brothers, who were | ooking for an apprentice, rode on to
Cherryburn to see the boy. The outcome of this introduction was that,
on the 1st of Cctober, Thomas Bew ck was apprenticed to Ralph Beil by,
and went to live with the Beilby famly in Newcastle. He could hardly
have been nore fortunate in his master.

The Beil bys were not only renmarkably skilled and versatile
craftsnen: they were well-read, and had nusical and scientific
interests. Children of a Durhamsilversnith, they had | earned
engraving, enanelling, glass-;ainting, and seal and die-cutting. The
el dest brother, Richard, had died some years before: but WIIiam
Ral ph, Thomas, and their no less skilled sister Mary, all worked
together. "The industry, ingenuity, and united energies of this famly,
says Bewick in the Menoir "nust soon have enabled themto soar above

every obstacle.”

The pages of the Menoir which describe his, life as Ralph's
apprentice give a vivid picture of the eighteenth century craftsnan's
shop, and after describing how Ral ph Beil by "undertook everything”,

Bewi ck goes on to say "I think he was the best master in the world for
teaching boys, for he obliged themto put their hands to every variety
of work." This included engraving and die-cutting, the polishing of

copper plates, the sharpening and indeed the nmaking of tools, at
whi ch Beil by was very ingenious; and; sonetinmes, the cutting of
woodbl ocks for the local press or for tradesmen's bill heads.

It was Beilby's distaste for the last type of work that nade him
turnit all over to Bewi ck, who took to it very readily, in the very
first days dof his apprenticeship. Al the work was new and interesting
to him and he becane particularly interested in this; so nmuch so,
that it was all left to him and he did it with such spirit that nore
and nmore wood cuts began to be asked for, not only by shopkeepers and
i nnkeepers, but by the printers and booksellers.

Bewi ck has often been credited with the invention of wood
engraving, both in the sense of first using the graver on the end-grain
of boxwood, and in the sense of first using the "white-line" technique.
He i nvented neither, nor ever clained to have done so. Wat he did
was to develop a crude craft which had been in use for perhaps forty
years before he ever picked up a graver, to transformit froma
reproductive to a creative nmedium and to develop it to |evels never

bef ore dreaned of.
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There is anple evidence that true wood-engraving had been practised
for many years before Bew ck began work, though he hinself, |ike many
ot hers, does not inwiting always nmake clear the essential distinction
bet ween wood- engravi ng, done with the graver on end-grain box-wood, and
wood-cutting, done in plank-grain beech, pear, or cherry-wood, wth
kni fe and gouge; as by the Fornmenschnei der of Duerer's day - a practice
dating back to the 14th century and continuing into the late eighteenth;
and even, for wall paper and cotton-printing, into our own tinmne.

English printing of the 17th century had been poor though plentiful
No nasterpiece of literature ever had a worse dress than Paradi se Lost.
The |ast decade of the century saw the first devel opnents of native
printing and type-founding; which later flowered in the work of
Baskerville, Caslon, and Bell. This was largely due to the energy of
t he booksel | er Jacob Tonson, chief pronoter of the Kit-Cat C ub, nobst
power ful of the Whig pressure groups. He was also the key figure in
publ i shing, and his demands raised printing and bookbi ndi ng standards
beyond recognition. In exploiting the expanding market for books, he
drew at first on French, and yet nore on Dutch type-founders, engravers,
and papermakers; but before the century closed he had stinmulated the
native; craftsnmen to the production of well-printed, well-bound and
finely decorated books. There can be no doubt that a part of this
stimulus was also provided by the influx of first-rate French craftsnen,
of Protestant faith, who fled to escape religious persecution..

In the work of these craftsmen who rose to Tonson's chal |l enge, we
may | ook for the origins of Bewi ck's art.

Chief and first of themwas Elisha Kirkall, a native of Sheffield,
very active in the 1720s and 1730s, whose techniques, both in intaglio
and relief engraving, derived from Callot and O aude Mel |l an, anticipated
Bewick's in their purity. Sone of the cuts in the Gentlenan's Magazi ne
(run by the enterprising Edmund Cave, who was a partner in a new silk
mll in Derbyshire) as early as 1754, are unquestionabl e wood- engravi ngs,
si gned W Pennock: while twenty years earlier; the London Magazi ne had
had a headi ng, alnost certainly a wood-engraving, signed T.Davies. Two
-other craftsnmen whose work can be identified in the: 60s and 70s are
T.Glbert and T.Lister - the latter working in Oxford.

Nearly all their work is cut in strict whiteline, with the graver.
Their prints are not facsimles of line draw ngs, but tonal renderings
of originals probably carried out in pen- or pencil-and-wash. From
Kirkall on, the artists who devel oped the nedi umunderstood that, the use
of black lines and of cross-hatching is aliento its essence. The
systemadopted by Kirkall, in the 20s, was that of building up tones by
parall el cuts of the graver: a systemoriginally evolved by the French
17th century etchers of the school of Callot.

. Thus., by the tinme Bewick went to London, in 1776, there was
already a well-established practice of wood-engraving, and workshops
whi ch supplied the trade with true wood-engravings as well as copper-
pl ates and wood cuts. It remained for Bewick to develop the hardly-
suspect ed range of the new nedi um



Bewi ck's Working Life

The first job Bewi ck was set to, on starting work with the Beil bys,
was the cutting, on wood, of the diagrans for a book on Mensuration by
Charles Hutton, son of a colliery |abourer, who was one of,the |eading
mat hematici ans of the day. |In the 1760s, he kept a snall school in
Newcastl e, was friendly with the Beil bys, and, being a witing-master as
wel | as mathematician, used to design for themthe lettered portion of
bi Il - heads, banknotes and ot her cooper-plate work.

Hutton, witing in 1822, at a date when, had there been any doubt
as to facts, Bewi ck could have corrected him- said that it was he
who had introduced Beilby - and therefore Bewick - to the use of
boxwood and graver, and had got the first boxwood bl ocks for the
illustrations to his book hinself, fromLondon. But Bew ck, to whom
this work was passed by his master, was not long in making hinself a
special graver with a double point, to cut the black lines at a single

st roke.

The mat hemati cal diagrans would not attract any attention; but a
pictorial cut done for a bar-bill for the George and Dragon | nn at
Penrith did, and it was this which brought nore orders for simlar work.
It also caught the eye of one of the town's best established printers,
Thomas Saint. Saint printed and published many children's books, and he
saw how nuch they could be enhanced by t& s boy's work. One of the
first such books with cuts by Bewi ck was Saint's New Lottery Book of
Birds and Beasts for Children to learn their Letters by as soon as
They can speak which appeared in 1771. Mre books of the sanme kind,
often with texts by Aiver Goldsmith, were illustrated by Bew ck during
and just after his apprenticeship: they includes A Newinvented Hornbook;
The Child's Tutor (1772); Moral Instructions (1772);" Youth's Instructive
Storyteller (1774); Select Fables (Dodsley's: 1776); Gay's Fables (1779),
and many other story- and spelling-books.

This work exactly suited Bew ck's tenperanent and outl ook, and
though in many ways his drawing was still unsure or crude, he was, by
the time his apprenticeship ended, producing sone very fine work indeed.

"Some of the fable cuts were so well thought of by ny master", says
the Memoir, "that he, in ny name, sent inmpressions of a few of themto
be laid before the Society for the Encouragenent of Arts, etc., andl
obtained a premium This | received shortly after I was out of ny
apprenticeship, and it was left to my choice whether | would have it in
a gold nmedal or noney (seven guineas). | preferredthe latter, and |
never inny life felt greater pleasure than in presenting it to ny
not her. "

Two ot her engravers (both older than he) were awarded pren uns at
the sane time (February 1775) - WIIliam Col eman and Thomas Hodgson.
The latter was a Newcastle printer who had been working in London for
sone time, and, |ike Bew ck, had a passionate enthusiasmfor wood

engr avi ng.
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Bewi ck, after working for a while as a journeyman with Beil by,
returned to his famly hone at Cherryburn, where he spent eighteen nonths
of great happi ness, working on wood engravings for Saint, Angus, and
other printers; ranbling the countryside, fishing, follow ng the hounds,
goi ng about the business of the colliery with his father. But in June
1776, with a few spare clothes, and three guineas stitched into his
wai st band, he set off to wal k through Scotl and.

Wal ki ng to Haydon Bridge, he spent two days with his friend,
Thormas Spence, who was now teaching in the school there; went on to
visit his nother's relations in Cunberland, and so through Edi nburgh,
Q@ asgow, Dumbarton (where he was di sappointed at not being allowed to
| ook over the new cotton print works) up into the Hi ghl ands, where the
ki ndness of the poor shepherds and farnmers noved hi mdeeply; to
Fal ki rk, visiting the Carron Ironworks, then the nmost modemin Europe,
and so by sea to Newcastle, where he arrived on August 12 1776, having
tranped about five hundred mles, still with sone shillings in his pocket.

But he had not brought the Cherryburn idyll to an end sinply to
wal k through Scotland. The tour had been the prelude to settling down
to work for good. First, however, he wanted sone different experience
of his trade. He stayed in Newcastle long enough to earn his passage
noney to London, and then, after three weeks in a collier brig, |anded
in the capital on COctober 1st 1776.

He had friends and acquai ntance already there, for the coal trade
had established a | ongstanding Newcastle community in London. His school
friends Christopher and Philip Gegson were already working there, and
t hrough themhe found | odgi ngs. Thomas Hodgson had work waiting for him
and through Robert Pollard, a fell ow engraver, he was introduced to
| saac Taylor, son of a Wrcester silversmth, and the leading illustrator
and book decorator of the day. FromHodgson and Tayl or; from Carnan and
Newbery, who were the chief publishers of the sort of books he had so
often illustrated for Saint, he got, as he says in the Memoir, plenty of
wor k, and earned good noney. But he did not |ike London's crowded
streets and contrasts of extreme wealth with extreme poverty, and
determned to return hone.

This cost himthe friendship of Tayl or, who saw what success this
young man could command, and was eager to help him But Bew ck was as
obstinate as clever, and in June 1777 he was back in Newcastl| e with the
prom se from Hodgson of as rmuch work as woul d keep hi mbusy for two years.
He fitted up a workshop in his old l|odgings and settled down happily.

But in addition to the wood engravings for Hodgson, he found that
Saint and Angus had work to offer again; what was nore, sone of the |oca
silversmths brought hi mengraving jobs. This quickly produced the offer
of partnership fromRal ph Beilby. It had been Bew ck's plan to work
al one; but he joined Beil by, whose two brothers had now [ eft to work
el sewhere as drawing masters. Ral ph Beil by had taken a new apprenti ce.
It happened that John, Bew ck's younger brother, had sonething of his
talent; and he also joined Beil by and Bew ck as an apprenti ce.

The shop prospered, and never |acked work. Copper-plate and silver
engraving fell nostly to Beilby; Bew ck thought hi mthe best ornanenta
engraver in the country. He continued to concentrate on wood engravi ng.



During the next ten years, a schene gradually took shape in his mnd, in
which his partner joined willingly. This was the production of a book on
ani nal s.

It was partly 'Bewck's love of aninmals and intinmate know edge of the
countryside that had made his illustrations so successful. Apart fromthe
children's spelling books, he had cut several sets of illustrations to fables.

The fabulists' convention, in which aninmals are endowed wi th human characteri stics
or made synbolic of human passi ons, had given his inmagination the nost fortunate
of opportunities.

Not only this: but there was a, continual denand for books on natura
history. The increasing scientific interest of the eighteenth century
Englishrman in agriculture, above all in stockbreeding; the many voyages of
exploration, and the growing trade with renote countries, all pronoted the
demand. (One of the nost popul ar and often reprinted books of Bew ck's youth
was the Three Hundred Ani mal s, of whose crude illustrations he had, even as a
boy, thought very poorly. Now began, in 1785, the production of the Natura
H story of Quadrupeds, for which Bew ck provided the illustrations, and Beil by
the text. But though this was a considerabl e project, involving Bew ck in
cutting bl ocks of two hundred aninals, apart frommany tail-pieces, and Beil by
inwiting a rather larger nunber of descriptions, the work had to be done in
the evenings; nothing nust interrupt the routine work of their shop and
of fice. So it went on slowy, and it was not until 1790 that the book
appear ed.

It was imredi ately popul ar, and went, qui ckly through several editions.
Characteristically, as each was published, Bew ck added newcuts, so that no
two editions are alike.

Witing about his work in 1819, Bew ck said: "I date the Quadrupeds to
be ny commrencenent of Wod Engraving worthy of attention.” The book was
critically inportant to him as being the first conpletely independent venture,
the realisation of his own conception not only in the detail of individual
cuts, inwhich he had al ways been abl e to exercise his imagination, but ,as a
conpl ete project; and there is no doubt that its success encouraged hi mand
his partner to go on with the schene, which had matured while the Quadrupeds
was in progress, for a book on British Birds.

The first volune' of this appeared in 1797 - the Land Birds, having cuts
of 117 birds, and 91 tail-pieces. The second volume was nearly anot her seven
years in preparation, appearing in 1804, with 101 pictures of birds and I 36
tail-pieces; and this book continues to be thought of by nost people as
contai ning the best, the raciest, the nost varied and the nost inventive of
his work. It is significant that as these three vol unes were produced, the
proportion of tail-pieces to actual representations of animal or bird increased.
Bewi ck' s ai mhad been to produce books whose faithful pictures and accurate
descri ptions should be such as to supersede the many indifferent vol umes of
Natural Hstory on the market, and in the pursuit of this fundamentally
utilitarian aimhe bought, borrowed and read every authoritative book on birds
or beasts he could hear of. Friends collected information and speci nmens for
him inaletter to his brother John in January 1788, he thanks himfor a
drawi ng of a lion (probably done in the Tower of London menageria) and | ooks
forward to the inpending, visit to Newcastle of a |arge nenagerie which will
enable himto draw fromlife sone aninals which he nust otherw se have taken
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fromBuffon or sone other illustrated (but not always reliable) book. He
travel l ed about to nmake drawi ngs, and cane into touch with naturalists |ike
Pennant and Tunstall - for whom as a by-product of the work of the Quadrupeds.

he made his largest and nost anbitious engraving, the ChillinghamBull.
Wth the Birds, since the schene was confined to British birds, he could
consi stently work fromactual specinmens; but with many he was of course
mnutely famliar, as to appearance and habit.

O the Birds, too, he was able to work during shop hours, since it was
clear that the whole project was comrercially successful; and so to sone extent
the work could be shared by the apprentices; and though the creative
responsibility is wholly Bew ck's, the physical |abour of production was spread
inthis way, and this partly accounts for the greater nunber of tail-pieces,
the designing and cutting of which was his greatest pleasure. In them the
whol e range of observation, beauty, pathos, irony and hunour is displayed with
an equal variety of styles and techniques.

QG her notabl e works of the first years of the new century were sets of
cuts for Thonson's The Seasons, one of the best |oved and nost significant
books of the 18th century, a lifelong favourite of Bew ck's; for Burns' Poens
- and the affinities between Burns and Bew ck are deep indeed; the Poens of
Coldsmth and Parnell. a beautifully produced vol ume from the Shakespeare
Press, managed by WIlliamBul ner, who as a printer's apprentice in the 1770s
had proved Bewi ck's earliest cuts: cuts to Bunyan's Pilgrims Progress: al
these, of course, anong a host of mnor work for printers up and down the
country, to whomnow it was a natter of prestige to have at |east one "cut
by Bewi ck" in their books.

There renmained one anbition to fulfil. Goxall's Aesop had al ways
been a favourite book, and he had probably |earned as nmuch fromcutting hal f
a dozen variations on the traditional illustrations as fromany other source;
but he had for a long tine wi shed to produce an Aesop whi ch shoul d have the
best possible cuts. 1In 1812, as he recovered froma nearly-fatal illness, he
began to work on the project, and finally conpleted it in 1818. He did not cut
nost of the illustrations hinself, but drewthemin pencil on the bl ocks, to be
engraved by his apprentices, Tenple and Harvey, and his son Robert, who becane
his partner in the sane year. The Aesop cuts have often been criticised as too
el aborate and often too finely cut, and it is likely that had Bew ck hinsel f
cut themthis mght be less apparent. He could elaborate directly with the
graver a design of his own, making last mnute departures and not, |ike his
assistants, feel bound to observe faithfully, exactly what the pencil had
already given. These cuts are in fact many of themvery fine; but over them
there hangs a faint shadow of the decay that overtook wood engraving within
twenty years - the descent into mere facsimle.

For the last fewyears of his |ife, Bew ck though he went to his shop
every day, spent less tinme at the bench, and left the business partly in
his son's hands, who, though a timd engraver and draught sman, overshadowed
by his father's strong personality and achi evenent, was intelligent and
capable. In 1823 Bewick took a trip to Edinburgh, there to meet again nany
old friends, and to visit, anong others, Ballantyne the printer, who had
recently installed a lithographic press. Bewick was interested in this, and
Bal | antyne very anxious that he should experiment. So, on the norning before
he returned to Newcastle, the old man nade his only lithograph - a lively
drawi ng, done with the lightest of touches, of a farmer trotting to narket.



Many artists and naturalists sought himout, and one of these was Audubon,
whose drawi ngs of American birds Bewick admred. Audubon visited himin 1827, and,
for the short tinme that Bewick still had to live, they were warmfriends.

In the sumrer of 1828, Bewick, with his two daughters, paid a second visit
to London, where his old and now weal thy friend Bul ner was anxi ous to show himthe
new y opened Menagerie at Regent's Park, and had arranged a dinner in his honour to
whi ch the | eading engravers were to cone. But Bew ck was too old and unwel I, and
three nonths | ater, on Novenber 8th 1828, he died.

But just a week before his death, he had taken to his printer a | arge bl ock
on whi ch he had been working with great pains for sone weeks. The bl ock was
proved, to Bewi ck's satisfaction. It was intended as the key bl ock of a set, the
rest of which would have been overprinted. Bew ck had for years been interested
in the increased depth and subtlety to be obtained by using two or three bl ocks,
much as had been done in the chiaroscuro prints of the 17th and early 18th centuri es,
but with the additional range provided by the techniques of true engraving.

Unfinished as the print is, interns of this intention, it is nevertheless a
profound masterpiece. Its thene is one which recurs throughout Bew ck's whol e career.

He had projected a definitive print of it for many years, and had |ong since
- in 1785) the year of his father's death - witten a descriptive text to acconpany
it.

When he left Cherryburn to be apprenticed to Ral ph Beilby (his partnership
wi th whomhad ended in 1797) he had in his pocket a little drawing of an old horse
of his father's which had recently died fromneglect after being Ient to a nei ghbour
less careful of animals than the Bewick famly. Bew ck nade one of his first
etchings fromthis drawing, and this gaunt, blind, weary creature appears in
variation after variation, frombook to book, his life-long synbol of suffering,
Wiiting for Death.

The Bewi ck wor kshop continued for many years in Robert's capabl e but
uncreative hands; but it was now sinply another craftsnan’'s shop.

Friends and Pol itics

Newcastle in the 18th Century was not only inportant for its coal industry,
but as a principal centre for the whole Border country, and a stage on the journey
to and from Scotland. Many of the mgrants attracted to, or pausing in Newcastle,
cane fromCarlisle, Penrith, Kendal, or Berwi ck; but since the Act of Union, nmany
nore Wre Scots. The disturbance of the Scottish peasantry, due in part to the
two Jacobite revolts and in part to the |arge-scal e enclosures practised by the
gentry and nobility, on which Bewick comments bitterly in his Menmoir, sent many
of them south to Engl and.

Early in the century, one of the |eadi ng booksellers in Newcastle was the
Scot Martin Bryson, to whomAl an Ransay (The Gentle Shepherd) wote from Edi nburgh
addressing his letter:

To Martin Bryson on Tyne Brigg -

An upright, downright, honest Whig.
Ransay' s son was Bryson's apprentice, and a later apprentice in the same shop was
WIlliamCharnley of Penrith; who, in 1750, became Bryson's partner.

Bewi ck did nuch work for Charnley, whose son and successor was his close
friend. The Charnleys, Bryson, Slack, and others of the bookselling fraternity,
were Dissenters - Presbyterian, Baptist, Quaker or Unitarian; libertarian supporters
of the Anerican and French Revol utions, rationalist and republican in nuch of
their thought.
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The steady influx of skilled tradesnen and artisans, with this sort of
background, was an inportant factor, in stinmulating the intellectual and
political life of Newcastle, which otherwi se, secure in its nonopolies,
nm ght well have sunk into |ethargic conplacency.

Anmong these nmen, both young journeynen and apprentices |ike hinself,
or older tradesnen, Bew ck found friends and continued his education.' Among '
themGlbert Gay is worth especial nention. Bewick wote at length and with
affection of Gay in the Menoir, and clearly he was an inportant formative

i nfl uence. -

A native of Aberdeen, educated at the Marischal Coll ege, he had been
intended for the Church, but early abandoned the faith, though not the ethic,
i n which he had been brought up. "O a trouth, Thomas," he said to Bew ck
"I did not like their ways." Moving to Edi nburgh, he becane shoprman to Al an
Ransay, and learned to bind books. He left Ransay to work for Bryson in
Newcast | e, and when Bew ck, as an apprentice, cane to know him he was
wor ki ng as a bookbinder. Then in his md-sixties, he lived frugally, saving
all His money either to hel p down-and-out fellowartisans, or to print his
own tracts and fabl es, which he sold in the market. H s workshop becane a
sort of club which attracted a group of serious youngsters |ike Bewick. To
themhe lent his own books, or gave permission to read others in his hands'

for binding.

Simlar, privileges were granted Bewick by Gay's eon Wlliam also a.
bookbi nder in a good way of trade (later he worked in London where he continued
his friendship). Another son, George, becane a close friend of the Bew ck
fam ly; an acconplished painter, chem st, and geol ogist, he travelled, in the
| ast capacity, into Poland and all over North Anerica.

In the Gay's workshops, as well as in the daily course of his work,
Bewi ck al so met WIliamBul mer, apprenticed to the printer John Thonpson.
Master and boy were extrenely interested in the devel opi ng techni que of
wood- engravi ng, and the bl ocks which Bewi ck engraved for the booksellers and
ot her tradesnmen in the town were proved by Bulmer, in later life wealthy and
fanmous as the proprietor of the Shakespeare Printing Ofice. Here too Bew ck
met Robert Pollard, a life-long friend who, at first apprenticed as a
silversmth, becane so interested in engraving that on his master's retiremnment
he went to London and bound hinself to Isaac Taylor. It was to Pollard, Bul ner,
and Thomas Hodgson that Bew ck owed the ready flow of work he found in the
capital

But there were others whomhe nmet in Gay's workshop whose acquai nt ance
was no less inportant. O these, one of the nost significant, and one of the
dearest to Bewick to the end of his days, was Thomas Spence.

"In ny frequent visits to the workshops of Glbert Gay and to that of
his son Wlliam" says Bewi ck (Menoir, 1862, p.71), "I first fell inwith,
Thomas Spence. He was one of the warnmest philanthropists in the world. The
happi ness of mankind seemed with himto absorb every other consideration. He
was of a cheerful disposition, warmin his attachnment to his friends, and in
his patriotismto his country....For the purpose chiefly of making converts
to his opinion 'That property in land is everyone's right', he got a nunber of
young men together, and forned into a debating society, which was held in the
evenings in his schoolroom in the Broad Garth, Newcastle."
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Spence was born in Newcastle on June 1st 1750, son of an Aberdoni an net -
and shoemaker who had been about ten years in the town, and was a | eadi ng nenber
of the Sandemani an church, or rather community, there. Thonas started in life
as a commercial clerk, but becane a school naster.

Though on the question of the ownership and control of |and Bew ck never
saw whol |y eye to eye with Spence, it is clear that the latter's general
phi | osophi cal and political ideas influenced hi ma great deal. \hen, after
the death of Bew ck's younger daughter |sabella, the last of his goods were
sold (1884) a group of Spence's books and panphl ets was anong them It
included two copies of The Teacher of Common Sense (Newcastle 1779); The
Restoration of Society (1801); Gay's Elegy - printed in Spence's Reforned
Al phabet - The End of Oppression; The Meridian Sun of Liberty (1796); The
Rights of Swine (1796); The Constitution of a Perfect Commonwealth (1798);
The Trial of Spence before Lord Kenyon (1801) and Hunourous Songs. Wth these
was a collection of Spence's tokens.

Spence, says Bewi ck, "was afterwards fanous in London as the head of the
Spenceans. He was sent to Dorchester (should be Shrewsbury) gaol for (I
believe) some of his publications, pronulgating his doctrines. He taught a
school at the Broad Garth, Newcastle; afterwards, witing and arithnetic in
the great school at Haydon Bridge: and |astly, he was nmaster of St.Ann's
public school, Sandgate, Newcastle... | cut the steel punches for Spence's
types, and nmy master struck themon the matrices for casting his newy
invented letters of the al phabet, for his 'Spelling and Pronouncing Dictionary'.
(This would be in 1774-5). He published in London many curious books in his
peculiar way of spelling. Mst of them | believe, on his favourite subject
of property in land being everyone's right. However m staken he mght be in
his notions on this subject, | amclearly of the opinion that his intentions
were both sincere and honest."

Fromthe debating society in Spence's schoolroom there- devel oped, in
1775, the first Phil osophical Society (not to be. confused with the later Lit.
& Phil.) of Newcastle. It had about twenty nenbers, including Spence, Bewi ck,
and the Rev. Janmes Murray, satirist and Hebrew schol ar, for whose book "The

Theban Har p" Bew ck engraved a copper-pl ate.

This society held its first meeting on March 15th: Spence's nenbership
was ended by expul sion in Novenber. The Newcastle Chronicle (Nov. 25)
announced that this was on account of his breach of a rule against the
publication of any of the |ectures. The one which Spence had published was,
not surprisingly, on "Property in Land Everyone's Ri ght", given on Novenber
8th. On that occasion he had expected Bew ck's support in debate. It was not
forthcom ng, and they quarrelled - but only for the nmonent. The expul sion had
not been unani nous: Mirray had protested against it.

This society had only a short life - it probably did not |ong survive
the expulsion of its founder. But it had been brought into being with other
Societies by the inpending General Election of Cctober 1774, and by the
deeply disturbing reactions to the inmmnent Anerican Revol ution.

First was the Constitutional Qub - whose Charter called for triennial
parlianments, no placenen, nore equal representation, and the recognition of
Wl kes as menber for M ddl esex. The second was the | ndependent Club, wth
simlar ai ms, whose nmenbers were all Freenen and electors of the town. The
third was the Society of Patriots. To this bel onged some of Bew ck's friends,
but not, | think, Bew ck hinself.




It is here that a mbst interesting and -unexpected association is
uncovered. From 1770 to 1773, Jean Paul Marat lived in Newcastle, practising
as a doctor and as a veterinary surgeon. There can be no doubt that he was
closely connected with the nenbers of these societies. |In the Public Advertiser
of Nay 3rd, 1774, appeared an advertisenment of "an address to the electors of
Geat Britain" under the title of "The Chains of Slavery". Wth no author's
name given, it was witten as by an Englishman; but in fact Marat was the

aut hor. -- -

At the end of the sane nonth, the Newcastle Chronicle (published by
Thomas Sl ack) had a paragraph announcing: "Yesterday (My 27th) the Conpany of
Bri ckl ayers, the Conpany of Goldsmiths, and the Lunber Troop in this town,
received each, by the fly, two large quarto vol umes, froman unknown person in
London, entitled 'The Chains of Slavery'...The work is spirited, and appears
t hrough the whole a masterly execution."

The el ection which the book was neant to influence took place in.
Oct ober, and the progressive candidates (Arctic explorer Captain Phipps, later
Lord Mul grave, and Thomas Del aval, both of whomhad been made Honorary
Bri ckl ayers) were defeated by Bl ackett and Ridl ey, the tw chief nagnates of

the area.

A year later, this gratuitous distribution was followed by a nore nornma
publication, r.nd the Chronicle of Cctober 21st 1?75 announced - "Next week wi ||
be published, price 10s.6d., and sold by the booksellers in Newcastle, THE
CHAINS OF. SLAVERY, witten by Dr. Mariot." A week later a full advertisenent
appeared, and Marat's nanme was given correctly - with his degree of MD. The
Newcast | e booksel |l ers handling the book were Slack, Charnley and Hunbl e.

In between these two appearances of his book, Mrat returned to Engl and,
principally to visit the patriotic clubs of the North. He stayed three weeks
in Carlisle, Penrith, and Newcastle, and three of the clubs (probably in those
towns) presented himwith letters of adnmission in a golden box. That of
Newcast| e, says Marat's own account, published a new edition of his work, and
was one of those which made hima nenber. This would be-the 1775 edition, and
evidently Sl ack, Charnley and Hunble were the active agents in the publication
It seens likely that they were also nenbers of one or other of the clubs, for
organi si ng whi ch, according to Lonsdale'a "Wrthies of Cunberland", Marat was
partly, if not wholly, responsible.

Whet her Bew ck hinmself net Marat we are not likely now to know, but it is
clear that many of his inmediate seniors and associates did; and the engraver's
| ater comments on the French and Aneri can Revol utions, and on social and
political institutions generally, show that he had deeply absorbed the ideas

Mar at propagat ed.

"During the eventful period of the French Revolution," he says in the
Memoir, and the w de-spreadi ng war which followed in consequence of it, and
in which our governnent becane deeply engaged, extending from 1793 to 1814 - a
tinme of blood and slaughter - | frequently, by way of unbending the m nd after
the | abours of the day, spent ny evenings in the conpany of a set of staunch
advocates for the liberties of mankind, who discussed the passing events
nostly with the cool, sensible and deliberate attention which the inportance
of the subject required...The causes of this Revolution, and the horrible war
which ended it, will forma nost interesting subject for the head and pen of
sone future historian of a bold and enlightened mind. Fromthe best consideration
| have been able to give to the question, | cannot help viewing it in this way.
In the year 1789, the French Revol ution broke out, first of all fromthe income
of the governnent not being sufficient to defray its expenditure, or, in other
words, fromits finances having becone deranged for want of noney, which the




- 16 -

"peopl e, having "been taxed to the utternost and "brought down to poverty, could
no |onger supply...By exaction, cruelty, and tyranny, the people had |ong been
borne down to the lowest pitch of degradation. They were considered, not as
rati onal human beings, equal in mnd and intellect to their oppressors, but as
bei ngs made for the purpose only of continually |abouring to support themin
all their real and inmaginary wants.. ..

"This kind of treatnent, so long shown- to the people of France, could be
endured no |onger. They indeed seened heartily disposed to settle a rational and
. just governnment quietly thenselves; but this did not suit the views of the
surroundi ng despots, to whomthe very word liberty was offensive; and it was
determ ned, at once, that this attenpt of the people to resune their rights
should be instantly overwhel med....The French people could not bear their
condition any longer. They were driven to madness, and instantly retaliated
upon their oppressors, who, they conceived, neant that they and their children's
children should continue to be dooned for ages to cone, (they) rose as one man,
and wi t h unconquerabl e energy and bravery, like a whirlw nd, swept the
advocates and the armes of despotismfromoff the face of the earth. Thus
roused, this confederacy of Legitimates, finding or fearing that they m ght be
baffled in their attenpts, |ooked to England for support; and grieved indeed
were the advocates of rational liberty, to find that these enemes of freedom
had not |ooked in vain; for the governnent of this free country and free people
- long veering, indeed, fromthe line of rectitude - had readily found pretexts
for entering into a war in support of despotism and war was begun, in the year
1793) agai nst the Republican- governnent of France.

"It had long been the settled opinion of many profound politicians, that
corruption had spread, and was spreading, its baneful influence anong the
menbers of the governnent of this Kingdom and that the najority cared nothing
about maintaining the constitution in its purity, which to themwas becone |ike
an old song. Inthis state of things, with M. Pitt at their head, and the
resources of the British Isles in their hands, it was cal culated upon as a
certainty that his weight, added to the already powerful confederacy, would
soon put a stop to the march of intellect, and if found necessary, put an
extingui sher upon the rights of man. M. Pitt....becane the powerful advocate
of an opposite and perverted order of things. Thus situated, nothing could to
a certainty serve his purpose so well as corruption; and the House of Conmons
had ong been growing into a state befitting to his purpose; for its nenbers
had, in a great degree, ceased to be the representatives of the people, and he
had only now to begin an invigorated, new, or nore extended systemof place and
patronage, to have the majority at his nod; and, in aid of this, to add an

ext ensi on, of the peerage.
"Arbitrary |laws were enacted, gagging bills were passed, and a system of

espi onage spread over the kingdomto keep the people down, many of whom seened
to have forgotten the exertions of their forefathers, whose bl ood had been

spilt to purchase a better order of things. | felt particularly hurt at the
apathy of the country gentlenmen in these (politically considered) worst of
times. Their faculties seened benunbed; but, indeed, nost of themfell into

the vortex of corruption thenselves...A though the friends of liberty and the
constitution were both nunerous and intrepid, yet, for want of what they
termed respectabl e heads, they were widely spread and divided, and their
efforts proved in vain.

"It was on (the sea) that the tide of affairs was first turned in favour

of Britain, who now, by the val our of her seanen, reigned conplete 'mstress of
the deep', and the comerce of the world seened to be poured into her | ap.



"Estates rose in value to an extraordinary height, and the price of grain,
etc., still nore so. The shipping interest wallowed in riches; the gentry
whirled about in aristocratic ponposity; they forgot what their denmeanour
and good, kind behaviour used to be to those in inferior stations in life;
and seened far too often to |ook upon themlike dirt. The character of the
richer class of farners was al so changed....Wen these upstart gentl enen had
left the market, they were ready to ride over all they net or overtook on
the way; but this was as nothing conpared to the pride and folly which took
possession of their enpty or fune-charged heads, when they got dressed in
scarlet. They were then fitted for any purpose, and were called 'yeonan
cavalry'. \Wen peace cane, it brought with it a sudden fall in the price
of corn; but the taxes continuing the same to them and rents still keeping
hi gh, they, with a few exceptions, suddenly experienced a woeful change.

| cannot say, after seeing so rmuch of their folly, that | was sorry for them
for they nmostly deserved this reverse of fortune. Not so wth the industrious
| abourer. His privations were great, and he was undeservedly doonmed to suffer

for want of enploynment, and often to waste away and die of hunger and want."

Though Bewi ck went little to any sort of entertai nment, he was,
t hroughout his adult life, a nenber of sonme sort of club or society. "About

the year 1790", he writes, "I becane a nmenber of Swarley's Club, held in the
evenings at the Black Boy Inn....This was the nost rational society or
meeting | ever knew. ...No regular debatings were allowed on any subject but
such as might occasionally arise out of the passing conversation...". Bew ck

nmust have neant to wite 1780, not 1790: for his menbership card - engraved
by Ral ph Beil by, and bearing the notto "Honi soit qui nmal y pense", and the
title "The Newcastl e House of Lords" -was issued on Cctober 17 1778.

3e seldomm ssed at least a weekly visit to the club (which took its
nanme fromRi chard Swarl ey, the |andlord) though pressure of work on the
Birds kept himaway at tinmes, and early in 1792 he was witing of being
"but seldome at Swarley's or in public conpany - | cannot rise clear-headed
in the norning when | spend ny evenings out of the conpany of ny wife and
bairns."

He was al so a nenber of another club - the Brotherly Society, which
met at Whitfield s Golden Lion Inn. As he hinself engraved the floral
border for the menbership card, and his adm ssion nunber (Decenber 18 1782)
was 32, he was presumably a nmenber fromits inception; but of this club he
has nothing to say. In February, 1793, the Newcastle Literary and
Phi | osophi cal Society was founded, pronoted chiefly by his friend the Rev.
WlliamTurner, a Unitarian mnister who was its first Secretary. Though
friendly with many of its nmenbers, Bewick did not join this club

Hs, account of Swarley's Qub closes thus: "This happy society was
at length broken up, at a tinme when war on behal f of despoti smwas raging,
and the spy systemwas set afloat. Sonme spies, and others of the sane
stanp, contrived to get thenselves introduced, and to broach politica
guestions, for the purpose of exciting debates and feeling the pul se of
the nenmbers, who before had very sel domtouched upon subjects of that kind."

This nmust have been in the md-nineties. On Cctober 4th 1794, Bew ck
wote to a now unidentified correspondent (?George Gay?): "l received yours

of the 17th ult. , and thank you for the opinion you have given ne of America.

Before | get the Birds done, | have no doubt of matters being brought to
such a crisis as will enable ne to see clearly what course to steer. M
fears are not at what you think will happen in Arerica: it is ny own much-
loved country that | fear will be involved in the anarchy you speak of; for
I think there is not virtue enough left in the country gentlenmen to prevent

it.
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"l cannot hope for anything good fromthe violent on either side; that can only
be expected from (I hope) the great majority of noderate nen stepping nanful | y-
forward to check the despotismof one party and the |icentiousness of the other
A reformof abuses, inny opinion, is wanted, and I wi sh th?.t it could be done
with justice and noderation; but it is because | do not hope or expect that

it will take place in the way | wish it that nakes nme bend ny mnd towards
Arerica." This letter is quoted in the appendix to the Mempbir, and in two or
three places in the body of the book, Bew ck makes clear his admration for

the American Revol ution, the success of the colonials in setting up their
republic, and his viewthat in it lay the hope of nankind.

Though Swarley's dub was dispersed by the reaction of the war years,
in the last decade of his life (when the reaction was hardly |ess bl ack) Bew ck
spent his evenings at yet another club. Robinson (Thomas Bew ck: 1887)
describes this. "M. Robert WIlson, nerchant tailor, nowin his 89th year,
who, while | was an apprentice, lived in R chnmond Court, PilgrimStreet, told
me that he wel | renenbered going down in an eveni ng when the business of the
day was over, to the Blue Bell Inn, at the Head of the Side, then kept by
WIlliam Cant, an admrable performer on the Northunbrian small pipes. Here
M . Bew ck was accustonmed to repair to regale hinself with a pint of good
porter. His dog Cheviot invariably acconpanied him and lay down at his feet
on entering the room Bew ck was the acknow edged chi ef and president of a
harm ess gathering of substantial Newcastle tradesnmen who net here to discuss
the politics of the day." Dovaston al so draws the sane picture. Calling on
Bewick in 1823, he was directed to the Blue Bell, where he "found hi mseated
in an el bow chair by the fire, his dog at his feet."

Clearly Bewi ck was not only a Radical, but a convinced one, and a | eader
of progressive thought in his home town. Like Cobbett, of whose Politica
Regi ster he was a faithful reader, he had a deep vein of nostalgia for a
peasant past; he was suspicious, too, of the idea of universal suffrage
(though he pays warmtribute to Major Cartwight). Yet he would have rejoiced
at the ReformBill, which was passed four years after his death; and no |ess
over the Catholic Emancipation. He hinmself, though a regular attender at St.
John's church, was essentially a Deist; and an advocate of conplete religious

t ol er ance.

"Were our own government", he says (Menmoir, 282), "inclined to nmake
this inprovenment in religion and politics, they would assuredly see the
happi est results fromit; it would soon be found that there would then be no
need to keep Ireland in subjection, like a conquered country, by an expensive
mlitary force. The lrish, naturally acute, lively, generous and brave, would
soon feel thensel ves, under our excellent constitution, as happy and | oyal a
people as any in the world, and as nuch attached to their country, which, for
its healthy climate and fertile soil, may match with any other on this gl obe
...lreland ought instantly to be put on a par, in every respect, with their
fellow subjects of the British Isles. To wthhold Catholic Emanci pation from
Irel and appears to ne invidious and unjust; and if emancipated, it would be
found at no very distant period that they woul d, under the forgoing tuition,
i ndi vidually become enlightened, think for thenselves, adopt a rationa
religious belief, and throw off the bigotry and superstition taught themwith
such sedulous care fromtheir infancy, and by which they have so |ong been

led blindfold."

Bewi ck's love and sympathy for the Scots had its origin in the
friendship with the Grays. His "ardent wish for the perfect happi ness" of
Ireland also had its origin in a personal acquaintance. One of the portraits
of Bewick is a mniature, painted by Dennis Brownell Mirphy, who also painted
Wl liam Charnl ey and, when in London, Wrdsworth and John Cronme. Mirphy was




- 19-

for a quarter of a century an exhibitor at the Royal Acadeny. He had been a
menber of the United Irishnmen, a friend of Wlfe Tone, Lord Edward Fitzgerald,
and Napper Tandy. H's wife was English, and after or during the troubles of
1798, he escaped fromlreland, first to Witehaven in Cunberland, and then to
Newcastl e, to which town he no doubt canme because there was a better chance
of pursuing his profession. He was living over Richard MIler's bookshop in
1802, and in 1803 moved to London, carrying with hima. letter fromBew ck to
his old friend Christopher Gregson in Blackfriars, comrending himas " a man
of worth, and a first rate artist in the mniature |ine".

One final connection with the world of politics lies in his connection
with the Losh famly. Bew ck engraved book-plates for Thomas, George and
W1 1liam Losh. He al so engraved banknotes for the Carlisle and Cunberland Bank,
of which George was a director. It was George who first interested Bewick in
schenmes for unforgeable banknotes. The fanmly was interested in the production
of alkalis on an industrial scale, and helped to found the British chem cal
industry. WIlliam the father, had in the 1780s entered into partnership in
this enterprise with Thomas Doubl edal e and Lord Dundonal d, and in 1791 was
living in France, fromwhich country he returned to set up plant using Leblanc'a
techni que for the production of soda.

During the follow ng year, a nunmber of young Englishmen of revol utionary
synpathies were also in Paris - anong then James Watt, son of the inventor,
with his friend Thomas Cooper of Manchester. These two were in France as
del egates fromthe Constitutional Cub of Manchester to the dub des Jacobi ns.
Whet her there on a simlar errand on behalf of one of the Newcastle clubs or
not, young James Losh (who |ater becane Recorder of Newcastle) was also living
in Paris for some nonths in 1792. "Hs love of liberty", says Lonsdale
(Worthies of Cunberland), "not less than a desire to inprove his educational
status, induced himto visit France during the throes of the great Revol ution
in 1792...He attended the neetings of the Convention, heard Vergni aud, Danton,
the G rondi stes; and, being a handsone and conspi cuous figure, and elegantly
dressed, was an object of suspicion to people in the streets, one of whomhe

heard say - 'Aristocrate! (Quelle belle tete pour la lanterne!'"
watt and Cooper, in the end, were denounced as spies by Robespierre, and
fled home through Italy. Losh evidently fell, or feared to fall, under the

same suspicion: but the 'patriots' of Newcastle seemnot to have lost their
belief in the French Revolution for all that, if Bewick's testinony is worth
anything. His, at all events, remained quite unshaken after thirty years.
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