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Abstract
In the competitive environment of the eighteenth-century London art scene, Thomas
Gainsborough and Sir Joshua Reynolds were often perceived as great rivals. While they shared
patrons, sitters, and a stake in the future of British art, their differing artistic approaches caused
considerable friction, indeed Gainsborough seceded from the Royal Academy of Art in 1784,
boycotting its exhibitions and activities. This essay, however, argues that Gainsborough’s*
Charity Relieving Distress*, painted in the year of his secession, proposes a charitable resolution
of their aesthetic attitudes. The complex interrelation of allegorical and anecdotal form is
interpreted as a pictorial attempt to reconcile their approaches through the concept of charity, a
virtue of powerful artistic lineage in the western tradition, and of contemporary social
importance*.



Figure 1

Thomas Gainsborough, Charity Relieving Distress,
1784, oil on canvas, 98 × 76.2cm. On display at
Gainsborough’s House. Digital image courtesy of
Gainsborough’s House.

In 1784, the celebrated painter Thomas Gainsborough did two remarkable things: he seceded
from exhibitions of the Royal Academy of Arts, and he painted Charity Relieving Distress (fig.
1). Although invited to join the Academy as one of its inaugural members in 1768,
Gainsborough’s relationship with the institution and its president, Sir Joshua Reynolds, was both
distant and conflicted. From 1773 to 1776 he boycotted its yearly exhibitions, complaining of the
way his paintings were displayed, and in April 1784, after another quarrel with the hanging
committee, withdrew all his works from the exhibition.1 For the next three years, Gainsborough
absented himself from the Academy’s operations and showed his works, not at the official,
annual exhibitions at Somerset House, but privately in his painting room at Schomberg House,
Pall Mall.2 The press followed the row with alacrity, contributing to the public perception of
Gainsborough’s temperamental eccentricity, and the rivalry between him and Reynolds.3
While the dispute was ostensibly over the placement of his portraits of the royal family, it can
also be read as the culmination of Gainsborough’s long-standing ambivalence towards the
authority of the institution and its ideas about art. Exhibited at Schomberg House three months
after his much-publicized break with Britain’s first, and much awaited, crown-chartered
institution of art, Charity Relieving Distress may be interpreted in relation to Gainsborough’s
complex relation to its theoretical programme. Through subject, compositional structure, and
iconography, it challenges the hierarchy of artistic modes adopted by the fledgling institution. In
place of political invective, however, Charity Relieving Distress seems to propose, through the
deliberate interrelation of allegorical and anecdotal forms, a charitable resolution between the
higher and lower genres of painting as they were set forth in Reynolds’s Discourses.
Painted in luminous glazes and rich colour, Charity Relieving Distress depicts a young woman
dispensing food to a ragged family in front of a townhouse. On the stairs below the group, a
solitary male figure looks on with admiration at the spectacle of benevolence, and on the left



hand side, a third woman is seated on the ground by a loaded mule. The house, forming an
architectural backdrop to the event, is ornamented with vines and doves roost on its eaves, and
the whole scene is suffused with light from the upper left, which bathes the figures in golden
evanescence. In subject and style, Charity Relieving Distress is an idealized image of private and
spontaneous benevolence, in which the wealthy share the excesses of the table with those in
need. What we see today, however, is but a fragment of the original work, which was
significantly cut down sometime in the nineteenth century.4 A copy made after the original by the
artist’s nephew and apprentice, Gainsborough Dupont (ca. 1784; fig. 2), as well as a mezzotint by
Richard Banks Harraden published in 1801, more than a decade after Gainsborough’s death (fig.
3), reveal that the painting was initially much larger, with a more extensive compositional and
iconographical programme. The act of charity was specifically located within the doorway of the
house, which, decorated with an ornate pediment and a crest, was once an imposing
motif.5 Beside it, two finely dressed young women, presumably daughters of the house, were
placed as additional spectators to the giving of alms. On the left-hand side, a large archway
balanced the open door, and the loaded mule was driven through it by a bowed figure mounted
on a donkey, past the woman seated on the ground.6 Conferring religious approbation on
charitable giving, a square-towered Gothic church presided over the scene.

Figure 2

Gainsborough Dupont, Charity Relieving Distress,
circa 1784, oil on canvas, 127.6 × 102.2 cm.
Collection of Indianapolis Museum of Art. Digital
image courtesy of Indianapolis Museum of Art.

Figure 3

Richard Banks Harraden, Charity Sympathising with
Distress, 1801, mezzotint, 59.6 × 42.8 cm.
Gainsborough’s House, Sudbury. Digital image
courtesy of Gainsborough’s House.

When the painting was exhibited at Schomberg House in July 1784, Henry Bate-Dudley,
champion of Gainsborough and editor of the Morning Herald, catalogued these details, providing
a useful description of the painting:

This picture consists of an elegant building, in one of the approaches to which, is an ascent
of steps, and at a distance an arch, through which a loaded mule is passing. The principal
objects are a beggar-woman, who is receiving relief from a female servant belonging to the



house. The beggar has an infant in her arms, and one on her back, and is also surrounded
by others: some of whom, appear terrified at a dog who will not suffer their approach to the
House.– Two children, on the steps of the door are represented making observations on the
circumstance. A very fine summer sky is introduced. A vine is represented against the side of
the house; several pigeons also are described fluttering about the building. The whole of
which forms a beautiful assemblage of an interesting nature.7

Bate-Dudley itemizes many of the components of Gainsborough’s painting, and is an important
guide for the modern viewer. Some details, however, seem to be hastily observed, or only
vaguely remembered. The charitable woman is called a servant, but the similarity of her clothing
to that worn by the young ladies in the doorway, as well as her proximity to them, suggest she
could well be a member of the wealthy family. Moreover, Harraden’s mezzotint was dedicated to
“the Nobility and Gentry, Whose Humane exertions are employed in alleviating the distresses of
the Poor”, interpreting the benevolent young woman as a member of the family to whom the
house belongs.8 In addition, the dog that seemed so threatening crouches in a pose of friendly
interest characteristic of Gainsborough’s paintings, and the children pay him little attention.
Despite these discrepancies, Bate-Dudley’s description of the painting as a “beautiful assemblage
of an interesting nature” evokes the original complexity of Gainsborough’s picture, and allows
one to broach the work’s sophisticated narrative and aesthetic meanings. By way of his review,
Dupont’s copy, and Harraden’s print, the compositional and iconographical programme of
Gainsborough’s painting may be reconstructed and interpreted, particularly in connection to
debates about the nature and future of art in Britain. Through the elaborate architectural setting,
especially the use of doorways and threshold spaces, Gainsborough’s painting aligns with
contemporary conceptions of charity as a form of benevolent exchange, a mediating disposition
that forms ideal relationships between individuals and allows access to the heavenly realm.
Furthermore, through the self-conscious mixing of allegorical and anecdotal forms, the idea of
charity as a mediating social virtue is extended to issues of aesthetic politics; indeed, the painting
seems to offer the prospect of a benevolent reconciliation between high and low forms of art.
This argument builds upon Martin Postle’s ingenious realization that in painting the beggar
family, Gainsborough drew on Reynolds’s personification of Charity for the New College Chapel
window at Oxford University.9 While Postle used this identification to stress the religious
meanings of Gainsborough’s painting, I would like to add a further layer of interpretation by
suggesting that Gainsborough depicts two figures of charity: an allegorical one and an anecdotal
one, which, in their benevolent encounter, propose a charitable reconciliation between the
general and the particular, the visual vocabularies of history painting, promoted by Reynolds,
and the “fancy picture” genre popularized by Gainsborough.10
Though the competitive relationship between Reynolds and Gainsborough has been widely
addressed, this article examines the ways in which Gainsborough negotiated the theoretical
principles espoused by the president in his own art practice.11 It identifies a distinctly pictorial
attempt by Gainsborough to reconcile their divergent approaches through the concept of charity,
a virtue of powerful artistic lineage in the western tradition, and of contemporary social
importance. This approach is indebted to the interpretative framework of Gainsborough scholars
Ann Bermingham, Michael Rosenthal, and Amal Asfour and Paul Williamson, who have
examined his oeuvre in relation to questions of aesthetic ideology and contemporary
sociability.12 Bermingham’s important exhibition and book, Sensation and Sensibility: Viewing
Gainsborough’s Cottage Door (2005), which included essays by Rosenthal and Asfour and
Williamson, considered the Cottage Door paintings as ambitious, emotive subject pictures that



challenged conventions of public art and academic tradition and contributed to the visualization
of the modes of seeing and feeling specific to sensibility.13 Indeed, Bermingham and Rosenthal’s
contributions to this book are part of a long-standing exploration of the modernity of
Gainsborough’s art, its critical position in relation to the civic humanist tradition of academic art
theory, its engagement with contemporary culture, and its response to a growing middle-class
audience.14
The present article likewise takes Charity Relieving Distress as visual evidence of
Gainsborough’s attitudes to academic painting and his own ambitions for the direction of British
art.15 Despite the charm of the painting’s subject, and its fanciful combination of buildings and
figures, it has a very real message that relates pointedly to the hierarchy of forms established in
Reynolds’s Discourses on Art.16 In adopting the charitable imagery of contemporary morality,
Gainsborough’s painting deliberately stages a reconciliation of the allegorical and the observed,
offering an “argument in paint” for a composite formulation of morally serious art fitted to a
commercial and benevolent age.17

Charity on the threshold
Charity was a crucial subject and practice in the development of eighteenth-century British art. It
was the basis of one of the earliest, semi-public exhibitions of painting and sculpture in London,
at Thomas Coram’s Foundling Hospital in 1747, a key attempt, led by William Hogarth, to foster
a national, modern school. The exhibition was designed to attract patrons to the institution (and
the exhibiting artists) and mingled the display of art with the humanitarian culture of charitable
giving. It also provided an opportunity to show ambitious art on religious themes in the absence
of patronage from the Church or state.18 Hogarth, Francis Hayman, Joseph Highmore, and James
Wills contributed large-scale biblical subjects on charitable themes, and John Michael Rysbrack
sculpted an allegory of Charity and a marble frieze. Gainsborough himself contributed a roundel
of the building to the exhibition, early evidence of his association with the St Martin’s Lane
Academy and the empirical, modern approach to painting advocated by Hogarth, Hubert
Gravelot, and Hayman.19
Charity remained, in the latter half of the century, one of the most enduringly popular subjects of
British art. From the 1760s on, remarkable numbers of paintings and prints on charitable themes
were exhibited at the Society of Artists and the Royal Academy.20 Edward Penny’s The Marquis
of Granby giving Alms to a Sick Soldier and his Family (1764; Ashmolean Museum, Oxford),
exhibited at the Society of Artists in 1765, proved so successful that he made three autograph
versions and marketed a mezzotint engraved by Richard Houston.21 Paintings of charity were
also exhibited at the Royal Academy of Arts by Johann Zoffany, who showed his Beggars on the
Road to Stanmore in 1771 (private collection), and Penny’s student, William Redmore Bigg, who
was praised for his sentimental scenes of benevolence, such Schoolboys Giving Charity to a
Blind Man, exhibited in 1780 (location unknown), and A Lady and Her Children Relieving a
Cottager of 1781 (Philadelphia Museum of Art).22 These paintings and prints answered the call
for moralizing imagery made by critics such as Vicesimus Knox, who argued in his Essays of
1778 that painting, by depicting benevolent acts, “may be rendered something more than an
elegant mode of pleasing the eye and the imagination; it may become a very powerful auxiliary
of virtue”.23 In their idealized depictions of benevolence to the deserving poor, these accessible
portraits and fancy pictures mobilized the everyday for the purposes of moral edification and
sentimental satisfaction.24



Figure 4

Cesare Ripa, Carità from Iconologia, Padua, 1611, 72.
Digital image courtesy of The Warburg Institute.

In depicting the giving of alms in everyday situations with recognizable contemporary figures,
paintings by Penny, Zoffany, and Bigg revised the allegorical image of Charity that dominated
the old-master tradition. Charity, in allegorical guise, was traditionally represented as a breast-
feeding mother embracing two children.25 According to Cesare Ripa’s influential compendium
of allegories and personifications, Iconologia of 1611, the children represent Faith and Hope,
who Charity nurtures, and the image forms a Christian allegory of maternal and divine devotion
(fig. 4).26 The allegorical image of Charity was well represented in English collections at mid-
century; an Anthony van Dyck Charity (ca. 1627–8; fig. 5), which depicts a woman in red robes
embracing several children, was in the collection of the Earl of Lonsdale by 1763, and the Duke
of Devonshire possessed Carlo Cignani’s Charity (private collection), which was engraved by
Simon Ravenet after a drawing by John Hamilton Mortimer in the same year.27
While the allegorical tradition continued to inform eighteenth-century paintings of charity, as the
example of Reynolds will attest, on the whole, benevolence was increasingly represented in
terms of contemporary British experience. This contemporary reworking of the theme can be
linked to the influence of Hogarth’s pioneering “modern moral subjects”. This “intermediate
species of subjects”, drawn from the common incidents and customs of urban life, mingled the
strategies of comic Northern genre painting and the high moral seriousness of classicist history
painting to “entertain and improve the mind”.28 While eschewing the satire of Hogarth’s
approach, modern painters of charity from the 1760s onwards, Gainsborough included, took
advantage of his re-invention of moralizing subjects by using the familiar spaces and figures of
contemporary British life. Indeed these paintings of everyday benevolence can be connected to
the increasing importance of “social” virtues in contemporary British society and what John
Barrell has termed the “attenuation” of the discourse of civic humanism in moral philosophy and
art. Aimed at an audience of private individuals, modern charitable subjects promoted the softer
virtues of an increasingly commercial age, such as generosity, kindness, amiability, liberality, and
compassion.29 In representing civil ideals of humanity and benevolence, pictures of charity could
in this sense atone, at least at the level of representation, for the deleterious social effects of
commerce and industrialization.30



Artists were thus responding in pictorial ways to the contemporary interest in the practice of
almsgiving and the moral virtues of compassion and benevolence.31 As Samuel Johnson rather
drily put it, “no sooner is a new species of misery brought to view, and a design of relieving it
professed, than every hand is open to contribute something, every tongue is busied in
solicitation, and every art of pleasure is employed for a time in the interest of virtue.”32 Charity
is in many ways the primary social virtue of the eighteenth century, enshrined as a Christian duty,
a social necessity, and a demonstration of sympathetic feeling. In 1752, Henry Fielding claimed
it to be “the very characteristic of this Nation at this Time”. “I believe”, he wrote, “we may
challenge the whole World to parallel the Examples which we have late given of this sensible,
this noble, this Christian Virtue.”33 Johnson, in a 1758 edition of The Idler, rather agreed,
conceding, “the present age, though not likely to shine hereafter among the most splendid
periods of history, has yet given examples of charity, which may be very properly recommended
to imitation.”34 The moralist Hannah More crowned the century as “the Age of Benevolence” in
1791, affirming the popular conception of Britain as a charitable nation.35

Figure 5

Studio of Anthony van Dyck, Charity, circa 1630s, oil
on canvas, 141.9 × 105.4 cm. Dulwich Picture Gallery,
London. Digital image courtesy of Trustees of Dulwich
Picture Gallery, London.

This atmosphere of self-congratulation was in some measure justified by the unusual provisions
made for the poor in English law and the rise of humanitarian institutions. Unique in Europe,
England possessed a parish-based, tax-funded structure of relief for the destitute.36 In addition,
rising numbers of “associated charities” were founded to assist particular groups of needy
individuals.37 Inspired by the success of the joint-stock economic enterprise, many
entrepreneurial Britons took part in philanthropic ventures funded by private subscription and
managed by committee.38 Charities such as the Foundling Hospital, chartered in 1739 to house,
feed, and educate “exposed and deserted young children”; the British Lying-In Hospital “for
delivering poor married women”, established in 1749; and the Magdalen House “for the



reception of reformed and penitent prostitutes”, founded in 1758, complemented and critiqued
the provisions of the poor laws, generating a modern humanitarian culture that mingled personal
benevolence with a sense of public duty.39 Eschewing traditional notions of aristocratic
benevolence, charity in the eighteenth century was increasingly the purview of a morally anxious
middle class that aimed to improve the health and condition of the distressed, and fortify moral
virtue.40
Rather than a simple matter of giving alms, however, charity in the eighteenth century was also
understood as an ideal relationship between oneself and one’s fellows. Summing up its many
personal and social manifestations, the popular Presbyterian preacher Dr Hugh Blair described
charity as:

the comforter of the afflicted, the protector of the oppressed, the reconciler of differences,
the intercessor for offenders. It is faithfulness in the friend, public spirit in the magistrate,
equity and patience in the judge, moderation in the sovereign, and loyalty in the subject.41

As Blair suggests, charity is a disposition of generosity and compassion that permeates all levels
of social life and establishes a contract of reciprocity between the enfranchised and those in need.
Joseph Addison said as much in 1711, when he wrote in The Spectator that charity was the
practical application of “Good-Will or Benevolence, in the Soul”, and that “Gifts and Alms are
the Expressions, not the Essence of this Virtue.”42 Voicing a similar attitude, Johnson, in the first
edition of his Dictionary of the English Language, defined the primary meanings of charity as
“tenderness; kindness; love”, and “goodwill; benevolence; disposition to think well of others”,
putting “liberality to the poor” and “alms, relief given to the poor” as the last of his definitions of
the term.43 Blair, Addison, and Johnson suggest that charity in the eighteenth century entailed a
mode of being as well as an act of giving. The Christian virtue of charity constituted love–for
God, and for one’s neighbour.44 As the animating principle of Christianity, and foremost of Faith
and Hope among the three Christian virtues, Charity formed an ideal attitude of openness to the
plight of others, and established the spiritual foundation for more practical forms of
assistance.45 In its more secular application, it was the love, kindness, and generosity that
mediated and moderated relationships between self and other.46
For Gainsborough, charity was a vital social virtue, inspired by his quickness of feeling for other
human beings. Defending the state of his finances in a letter to his sister, Mary Gibbon, he
insisted “as God is my Judge, I do what I do more from Charity and human feelings than my
other Gratifycations.”47 His biographer, Philip Thicknesse, confirmed his generosity, publishing
accounts of his benevolence in the St James’s Chronicle and his Sketch of the Life and Paintings
of Thomas Gainsborough at his death in August 1788.48 Recalling his attempts to secure a
subscription for a gentlewoman and her child impoverished by the suicide of her husband,
Thicknesse congratulated Gainsborough on his immediate and generous response, claiming that
despite his tendencies as a “Humourist”, his “susceptible mind and his benevolent heart, led him
into such repeated acts of generosity”.49 In keeping with this biographical portrait, an obituary
published in the Morning Chronicle in 1788 asked that a “tear be shed in affection for that
generous heart, whose strongest proprieties were to relieve the claims of poverty, wherever they
appeared genuine!”50 As a man with an “indisputed reputation of strong sensibility”, charity was
the necessary expression of Gainsborough’s emotional sensitivity to the sufferings of others.51
Considered in this context, Gainsborough’s Charity Relieving Distress appears to draw
deliberately on the eighteenth-century practice and conception of charity. Firstly, in positioning
the giving of alms at the doorway of the townhouse, the painting reflects the importance of doors
as sites of benevolence in eighteenth-century London, as well as the idea of charity as an act of



compassionate exchange. In a 1752 pamphlet on poverty and the poor laws, the clergyman
Thomas Alcock included church doors among the sites at which mendicants accumulated.
Beggars, he claimed, “take their stand at the Corners of Streets, or the Doors of Temples, at any
public Places of Passage or Resort, in order to make their Distress more known, and move the
Charity of Travellers, Passengers, or Worshippers, by a view of their pitiable case”.52 Likewise,
domestic doors were also popular places to petition for alms. In his Covent-Garden Journal,
Fielding remarked upon the “immense numbers of beggars who frequent our streets, and are to
be found at almost every door”.53 Traditionally, a woman or child would knock at the door of a
house requesting money, employment, or some food. As Tim Hitchcock has shown, the ritual of
knocking for charity and “charring” for alms survived undiminished into the eighteenth
century.54 In this sense, doors formed regular places for charity, sites of sometimes sudden and
unsolicited contact between the affluent and the indigent. Forming thresholds between social
classes and the spaces they inhabited, doors frequently demarcated an area in which rich and
poor made contact through charitable exchange.55
Gainsborough, however, expands the architectural iconography of charity by using doors and
passageways to position the act of almsgiving in a larger in-between space. On the right-hand
side of the scene, the door of the house opens into the interior of the wealthy abode, and on the
left-hand side, an archway leads into the town. This area, framed by the two apertures, is
extended into a stage-like space. Elevated by the set of stairs and flanked by entrances and exits,
it provides a kind of theatrical setting for the charitable act, replete with a seated audience
member. Moreover, the paired doors and arches allow the mediating qualities of charity to be
evocatively portrayed.56 Through this arrangement of figures and spaces, Gainsborough depicts
the act of charity as an ideal exchange between social classes. Separated from the beggar family
by the line of the stoep, the benevolent young woman reaches over this boundary to tip food into
the upturned hat of the young boy.
On each side of this dividing line, different social spheres are constructed. Behind the beggar
family, the mounted figure travelling through the archway and the indigent woman seated on the
ground evoke the increasing movement of the poor as a result of the enclosure of commons and
development of agrarian capitalism.57 In the doorway of the great house, the elegant pair by the
balustrade represents the stability and comfort of privilege. Transgressing the line that
distinguishes indigence from affluence, and public space from private property, the young
woman makes contact with the poor family through her act of charity. Only she transcends the
boundary between wealth and poverty, fortune and misfortune, connecting the two sides of the
composition and momentarily uniting its opposed social groups.58 The whiteness of the plate
directly between them additionally focuses the viewer’s attention on this point of intersection,
and the reaching arms of the standing girl and infant child, which mirror the outstretched curve
of the young lady’s arm, reinforce the physical contact taking place between giver and receiver.
Her act of charity is thus represented as a gesture that transcends spatial and social boundaries.
Secondly, this moment of charitable contact is also extended metaphorically between earthly and
heavenly domains. Fluttering about the eaves of the house, several doves roost and strut. A lone
dove, however, has taken to the air and is captured with wings aloft, directly above the act of
charity. Looking down upon the figural group, the dove seems to be transformed from an
ordinary, ungainly pigeon into a suggestion of the Holy Spirit, positioned to crown the giving of
alms as an act of divine virtue.59 Picked out in opaque greys and whites, this dove is more
defined than its fellows, and the surrounding pentimenti indicate that Gainsborough took some
care with its positioning.60 Illuminated by a clear, warm light, the dove is located above the



infant in the woman’s arms, who is made Christ-like by their alignment. Poised delicately over
their heads, looking down on the exchange, the dove is the uppermost part of this central
narrative group and invokes the religious approbation of charity, the presence of godliness in
benevolence.
Through its iconography, Gainsborough’s picture engages with the religious conception of
charity as access to the spiritual world. Not only did charity mediate between self and other, but
it was also imagined to form a link between the believer and the deity. As the Reverend Philip
Barton told his congregation in 1736, “Charity unites us to God; it makes us a Part of the divine
Image, and gives us the Resemblance of his Supreme Perfections.”61 Likewise, in a 1761
sermon, the Reverend Ebenezer Radcliff stressed the contact charity established between sinner
and redeemer, preaching that charity “draws down the blessing of God upon our temporal
concerns”, and “brings us the nearest to the sublime character of the God of all
perfection”.62 Charity thus formed a web of connection, both between humans on earth, and
between the mortal and divine realms.63
Within Gainsborough’s painting, the charitable act seems indeed to “draw down the blessing of
God”, creating a kind of spiritual contact between the mortal world and the heavenly
realm.64 Here, both giver and receiver have a rough equivalence in terms of compositional
structure; the benevolent giver is placed no higher than those she relieves, nor do the grateful
beggars kneel to receive her bounty. Rather, it is the dove above their heads that takes
precedence, and shows that Gainsborough’s spatial hierarchy is not based upon the dictates of
social class, but upon spiritual virtue. On this vertical axis, the dove invokes a connection
between the unseen divine world above, and the earthly one below. Rising atmospherically into
the clouds, the church tower in the background reinforces the dove’s spiritual allusions. In
Gainsborough’s picture, the giving of alms to the distressed mediates horizontally between
human beings and social spaces, and vertically between earthly virtue and divine reward.

Gainsborough’s two charities
Gainsborough’s construction of ideal, mediating relationships between social classes and
between heaven and earth has, however, a further level of significance. The composition of the
painting, its spatial motifs and iconographical references, not only gesture to charity’s role as an
ideal form of exchange between affluent and indigent, and the earthly and the divine, but also to
its mediation of different approaches to the art of painting. Addressed in terms of eighteenth-
century art theory, the painting can be viewed as an attempt to depict a compassionate and
benevolent resolution between the visual vocabularies of history painting and the fancy picture.
Alongside the dove, which shifts from being an ordinary pigeon into an image of the Holy Spirit,
other figures in Gainsborough’s painting take on powerful allegorical meanings. Recently, Postle
has suggested that the mother draped with children, whom Bate-Dudley described as a “beggar
woman”, is in fact an allegorical figure of Charity.65 Postle founds this interpretation upon the
striking similarities between Gainsborough’s figural group and Joshua Reynolds’s Charity (ca.
1779; figs. 6 and 7), one of a number of Christian virtues designed for the New College Chapel
window at Oxford University (fig. 8).66 While the final product was to be painted directly onto
the windowpanes by the glass painter Thomas Jervais, Reynolds did not waste the opportunity to
exhibit his designs, working the panels up into finished paintings of the Christian virtues for the
Royal Academy exhibition of 1779.67



Figure 6

George Siegmund Facius after Sir
Joshua Reynolds, Charity, 1781,
stipple and etching print, 503 ×
326 mm. British Museum, London.
Digital image courtesy of Trustees
of the British Museum.

Figure 7

Thomas Gainsborough, Charity
Relieving Distress (detail), 1784,
oil on canvas, 98 × 76.2cm. On
display at Gainsborough’s House.
Digital image courtesy of
Gainsborough’s House.

Figure 8

Richard Earlom after Joshua
Reynolds, The West Window of
the Chapel, New College Oxford,
1785, engraving, 64.7 × 45.8 cm.
British Museum, London. Digital
image courtesy of Trustees of the
British Museum.

Reynolds here borrowed from the allegorical depiction of Charity in Renaissance and
seventeenth-century art, in which she is personified as a woman nursing or embracing several
children. The artist was well versed in this tradition; on his tour of Italy in 1752, he recorded
seeing “a Charity by Guido” in the Pitti Palace, most probably Guido Reni’s Charity, of 1624–5
in the Palazzo Pitti in Florence (fig. 9), which includes the basic elements of Ripa’s model,
showing a cloaked woman breastfeeding an infant and embracing another while a third leans
over her shoulder.68 As Francis Broun has shown, he also owned a small oil sketch on panel of
part of a lost Charity by Van Dyck, either by Van Dyck’s hand or his own.69 He made
characteristic use of this model in his 1773 portrait of Lady Cockburn and Her Three Eldest Sons
(fig. 10), showing a seated Augusta embracing her three young boys in a similar arrangement to
that used by Van Dyck.70 The Cockburn painting may also have been modelled on a large Caritas
drawing in ink by Jan de Bisschop (Morgan Library and Museum, New York) of a seated woman
in an architectural setting surrounded by children that was in the artist’s own
collection.71 Drawing yet again upon this iconographic model, Reynolds’s life-size
personification of Charity for the New College window emphasizes its Christian and maternal
aspects: against a swirling background of atmospheric clouds, a young woman holds an infant to
her breast, clasps another around the middle, and looks tenderly down on a third who holds onto
her waist and leans back to look up into her face.72



Figure 9

Guido Reni, Charity, 1624–5, oil
on canvas, 116 × 90 cm. Palazzo
Pitti, Florence. Digital image
courtesy of Palazzo Pitti, Florence
via Wikimedia Commons. The
reproduction is part of a collection
of reproductions compiled by The
Yorck Project. The compilation
copyright is held by Zenodot
Verlagsgesellschaft mbH and
licensed under the GNU Free
Documentation.

Figure 10

Sir Joshua Reynolds, Lady
Cockburn and Her Three Eldest
Sons, 1773, oil on canvas, 141.5
× 113 cm. National Gallery,
London. Digital image courtesy of
National Gallery via Wikimedia
Commons, photograph belonging
to and uploaded to the public
domain by Arts639 on 28th April
2014.

Figure 11

Thomas Gainsborough, A Study
for Charity Relieving Distress,
black and white chalk on buff laid
paper, 24.7 × 33.5 cm. Private
Collection. Digital image courtesy
of Image courtesy of Sotheby’s.

While not so steeped in the allegorical tradition, Gainsborough’s oeuvre also indicates an interest
in the personification of Charity. An undated trois crayons drawing, probably from the 1780s,
depicts a seated woman with three children of different ages, forming an intertwined figural
group. Although the figures are in contemporary dress, the composition has a striking similarity
to the allegorical Charity of art-historical tradition, which would have been familiar to
Gainsborough, at the very least through Rysbrack’s marble bas-relief for the Foundling
Hospital.73 In Charity Relieving Distress, however, the allegorical nature of the figure is beyond
question, as is its emulation of Reynolds’s work. Like Reynolds’s Charity, Gainsborough’s
standing female figure is draped with children, although hers seem slightly younger: the child on
her back and the baby in her arms are only infants. The small boy, hanging from his mother’s
waistband and holding his foot in the air, however, appears to have been lifted directly from
Reynolds’s painting. A preparatory drawing for Charity Relieving Distress, sold at auction in
2004, suggests that Gainsborough developed the figural grouping so that it emulated Reynolds’s
painting more closely (fig. 11). While the initial sketch depicts the same number of figures, they
are more closely arranged, and the boy at the edge of the group only peeps around her skirts. In
the final painting, he separated the children receiving alms from the mother and her infants and
reworked the left-hand boy so that he leans back and kicks up his foot in the same manner as
Reynolds’s. Gainsborough’s female figure has, however, a greater sensuality, revealing the hint
of a nipple, and she and her three children are more ragged. Their bare, dirty feet concede the
actualities of the life of the poor and demonstrate their need, while the beauty of the mother and
the grace of the children’s deportment suggest they have been aestheticized for consumption



within a genteel domestic interior. Despite these crucial differences, the basic vocabulary of
Gainsborough’s and Reynolds’s figural groups is remarkably similar, and suggests a direct
relationship between the two works.
Gainsborough would have had ample opportunity to see Reynolds’s Charity when he presented it
at the 1779 Academy exhibition, to which Gainsborough himself had contributed six
works.74 Charity Relieving Distress seems, in fact, to refer directly to Reynolds’s figure,
incorporating his allegorical image into an everyday scenario of spontaneous benevolence.
Indeed, it is worth pointing out that the source of the boy’s unusual pose in both paintings
appears to be Raphael’s Cartoon, The Healing of the Lame Man (ca. 1515–16; fig. 12), in which
a nude boy in the foreground leans back and lifts his foot while tugging at the sash of one of the
spectators.75 Raphael’s Cartoons were the epitome of high art in England; although ensconced at
Hampton Court, they were highly visible to artists through James Thornhill’s painted copies and
Nicolas Dorigny’s engravings, and were made the subject of various treatises espousing their
virtues as models for aspiring artists.76

Figure 12

Raphael and workshop, The Healing of the Lame Man,
circa 1515–16, body colour on paper mounted on
canvas, 342 × 536 cm. Royal Collection, London, on
loan to the Victoria & Albert Museum, London. Digital
image courtesy of Victoria & Albert Museum, London.

Seeing Gainsborough’s beggar woman as a personification of Charity, and as a deliberate
quotation of the high-art tradition exemplified by Raphael and utilized in Reynolds’s painting,
has important implications for the painting’s meaning and its relationship to eighteenth-century
art theory. Indeed, it appears that Gainsborough presents two figures of charity here. The ragged
woman lightly carrying her load of children epitomizes the allegorical, Christian, and maternal
Charity of the high-art tradition, while the young woman in the door represents the
particularized, individual almsgiving frequently depicted in British fancy pictures. From this
point of view, it seems that the allegorical figure of Charity has brought the two additional
children to the door, where they gratefully receive the alms that the young woman bestows. Two
dimensions of charity are thus depicted: its generalized, allegorical conceptualization, and its
everyday practice.
Reinforcing these differentiated, but complementary, forms of charity, the architectural elements
of Gainsborough’s painting correspond to their ideal and practical forms. Behind the
personification of Charity, the church spire emphasizes her status as a visualization of one of the
three Christian virtues; and, on the other side of the composition, the open door of the townhouse



suggests the generous distribution of material wealth that ordinary benevolence entails. The
paired figures of charity, and the paired apertures that allow access to the different edifices of
benevolence, combine to form a composite image of charity that combines its ideal and everyday
expressions. In this sense, Gainsborough’s painting stages a moment of contact between the
“general” and “particular” forms of representation that differentiate history painting from the
lower genres in eighteenth-century British art discourse. From this perspective, CharityRelieving
Distress offers an alternative approach to the hierarchy of pictorial modes that attempts to
reconcile the putatively higher and lower forms of art.77

An aesthetic reconciliation
The discourse of general and particular forms was used by Reynolds to differentiate the best
exemplars of painting, and the opposed visual vocabularies appropriate to history painting and
the minor genres.78 In his Discourses Reynolds established his, and the institution’s prerogative:
to provide a system of art education that would elevate art and the status of artists to the highest
possible level. In order to achieve this aim, sufficiently talented students were encouraged to
dedicate themselves to the pursuit of general form and to the genre of history painting,
traditionally viewed as the highest mode of art.79 While all art in Reynolds’s theory is based
upon imitation, the “great stile” of history painting is distinguished for its selective synthesis of
particular observations to produce an ideal and unseen beauty. As the president put it, “the whole
beauty and grandeur of the art consists . . . in being able to get above all singular forms, local
customs, particularities and details of every kind.”80 Through the combination of the best and
most universal forms in nature and the study of the old masters (Reynolds recommends Raphael,
Michelangelo, and the Carracci), the artist was to aim at producing an “idea of the perfect state
of nature”.81 For Reynolds, general form presented a “true idea of beauty” and conferred an
ennobling “intellectual dignity” upon the productions of art that would ensure their posterity and
cultivation of public virtue.82
Particular form, on the other hand, constituted a close observation of the varieties of things
visible in nature. While general form depicted an ideal image of human action and beauty,
carefully selected and composed, the particular was produced through the imitation of specific
models. For Reynolds, it was epitomized by Dutch paintings by Adriaen van Ostade and Adriaen
Brouwer, scenes that showed “people engaged in their own peculiar occupations; working, or
drinking, playing or fighting”.83 Dutch painting formed a paradigm of the particular for
Reynolds, who concluded that the Dutch were “so far from giving a general view of human life,
that they exhibit all the minute particularities of a nation differing in several respects from the
rest of mankind”.84 While Reynolds admits that the Dutch artists were “excellent in their own
way”,85 he encouraged his students to keep their “principal attention fixed upon the higher
excellencies” and to practise producing the general form required for history painting.86 In
advancing the general over the particular, Reynolds aimed at promoting a universally elevating
and ennobling form of art liberated from the dictates of fashion or other cultural specificities, and
able to appeal to the apparently unchanging, abstract and universal principles of human nature.87
Reynolds aligned general and particular form with a hierarchy of genres that elevated the “great
style” of history painting and demoted the genres of portraiture, landscape, and the fancy picture.
The generality of the subject matter conferred superiority upon the genre, hence, “a History-
Painter paints man in general; a Portrait-Painter, a particular man, and consequently, a defective
model.”88 As a result, Reynolds advised students to take up “sufficiently general” subjects, such
as “the great events of Greek and Roman fable and history”, which are “familiar and interesting



to all Europe”, and “the capital subjects of scripture history, which, besides, their general
notoriety, become venerable by their connection with our religion”.89 Alternatively, the lower
genres could be improved by borrowing from the methods of history painting, and to this end,
Reynolds commended the use of allegorical figures in genres such as portraiture as appropriately
general inclusions that will elevate the picture through allusion to grand and heroic ideas and
concepts. Unlike allegorical poetry, which he found rather tedious, Reynolds insisted that
allegorical figures in painting could produce “a greater variety of ideal beauty, a richer, more
various and delightful composition”, and create an opportunity to exhibit the artist’s skill.90 As
Reynolds’s Charity and Lady Cockburn and Her Three Eldest Sons attest, this was a method the
president put to especial use.
Gainsborough’s invitation to join the Academy in 1768 put him in contact with the theoretical
tradition of art espoused by Reynolds, and the ideological contrast it formed with his own
practice generated considerable friction. Though characteristically evasive about the aims and
meanings of his paintings, Reynolds’s prejudice in favour of the great style provoked occasional
private outbursts from Gainsborough that reveal his ideas about the nature and role of art. In a
1773 letter to the painter William Hoare, who had sent him a copy of Reynolds’s fifth Discourse
of 1772, in which the subject of general and particular forms continued, Gainsborough confided:

Betwixt Friends Sir Joshua either forgets, or does not chuse to see that his Instruction is all
adapted to form the History Painter, which he must know there is no call for in this country .
. . Every one knows that the grand Style must consist in plainness & simplicity . . . but
Fresco would no more do for Portraits, than an Organ would please Ladies in the hands of
Fischer; there must be Variety of lively touches and surprizing Effects to make the Heart
dance.91

The evident incongruity of calls for generalized, elevated history painting with the demands of
patrons for domestically scaled paintings of secular subject matter, and indeed with
Gainsborough’s own empirical practice, which depicted the sensual and ornamental in landscape,
likeness, and dress, appears to have troubled the artist, and curtailed expressions of his artistic
ambitions. In a 1783 letter to architect William Chambers, describing his latest painting, Two
Shepherd Boys with Dogs Fighting (ca. 1783; Iveagh Bequest, Kenwood) he attempted to
distance himself from Reynolds’s lofty aims. Declaring himself without ambitions towards
history painting, he wrote: “you know my cunning way of avoiding great subjects in painting &
of concealing my ignorance by a flash in the pan.”92 These flippant remarks disguised, however,
a deeper engagement with academic precepts, and submerged a current of thought that surfaced
in his paintings.93



Figure 13

Thomas Gainsborough, Diana and Actaeon, circa
1786, oil on canvas, 158.1 × 188 cm. Royal Collection,
London. Digital image courtesy of Royal Collection
Trust / © HM Queen Elizabeth II 2015

Despite his protestations against history painting, Gainsborough’s works of the 1780s betray a
shift in attitude towards its style and subjects, and carefully incorporated a response to
Reynolds’s dictates.94 Concluding his letter to Hoare, he claimed that “there is no other Friendly
or Sensible way of settling these matters except on Canvass”, and in his productions of the
1780s, it appears he did just that, by introducing deliberate, inconspicuous historical references
into his paintings.95 Indeed, the evidence of Gainsborough’s only attempt at mythological
painting, Diana and Actaeon (ca. 1784–6; fig. 13), started some time in 1784 (the same year as
Charity Relieving Distress), confirms his interest in the possibilities of history painting, blending
and blurring mythological subjects with his own idiosyncratic painterly style.96 Furthermore, in a
1783 letter to William Pearce, Gainsborough claimed that his landscapes at the coming Royal
Academy exhibition were to be mounted “in the great stile”, undoubtedly an indication of his
new artistic ambitions.97
After numerous disputes with the hanging committee of the Academy exhibitions, Gainsborough
seceded from the institution in April 1784 and, in this climate of artistic independence, appears to
have taken up the axioms of the Academy in complex and provocative ways.98 Charity Relieving
Distress was not included in the list of paintings due to have been exhibited that year at the
Royal Academy, and given Gainsborough’s rapidity of execution, it is conceivable that the
painting was completed between his secession in April and its private showing on 26
July.99 With its evident paraphrasing of Reynolds, Charity Relieving Distress can indeed be read
as a response to the president’s ideals, but rather than rancorous invective against the institution,
it seems to propose an alternative relationship between the artistic modes classified by Reynolds
that levels the hierarchy and reconciles the divergent impulses of theory and practice, history
painting and fancy picture.100
With Reynolds’s Discourses in mind, it appears that Charity Relieving Distress takes up the
academic doctrine of general and particular forms. In this sense, the painting gives us two
versions of charity–one presented in a generalized, allegorical style, and the other, a particular



instance of everyday benevolence appropriate to the fancy pictures that Gainsborough was
creating at this time. Moreover, Gainsborough uses the contact established between the two
figures through the act of almsgiving to provide a conciliatory connection between the pictorial
traditions they represent. He brings these two figures together via the children they succour.
Converging to assist the distressed, the two charities fulfil the spiritual and practical demands of
compassion, and in so doing, combine the general and particular forms of representation that
Reynolds had argued to be representative of the “great” and “inferior” styles of
painting.101 Their contact thus reconciles the allegorical and the everyday, the visual
vocabularies of history painting and the fancy picture. From this perspective, Henry Bate-Dudley
was right to call this painting a “beautiful assemblage of an interesting nature”, for
Gainsborough’s work is indeed a composite image that conjoins and connects both general and
particular form.102
The two figures of charity, expressive of the ideal and practical forms of benevolence, thus enact
an encounter between the theoretical ideals of the Academy and Gainsborough’s work in the
fancy picture genre. Reynolds himself had advocated the practice of borrowing or quoting from
classical art, either a “thought, an action, attitude or figure”, and “transplanting it” into one’s
work. This borrowing, however, was to be motivated by rivalry: “he should enter into a
competition with his model”, claimed Reynolds, “and endeavour to improve what he is
appropriating into his own work”.103 For Gainsborough, this reference to Reynolds’s allegorical
figure of Charity appears made not to compete with or outstrip him, but to propose a benevolent
resolution between his theoretical, generalizing model of art, and Gainsborough’s own dedication
to the observable world.104 In their amicable cooperation, the two charities suggest a peaceful
meeting between the opposed artistic formulae, a desired reconciliation between allegory and
anecdote. Moreover, the compositional equality with which they are treated suggests a radical
equivalence between the “great” style of history painting and the everyday aesthetic of the fancy
picture.105
Charity Relieving Distress thus appropriates the visual vocabulary of history painting into the
compositional “particularity” of the fancy picture; but rather than incorporating history’s
techniques through paragone-style competition, Charity Relieving Distress appears to argue for
their fundamental equality as different approaches to similar moral questions.106 Furthermore,
this transposition takes place in Gainsborough’s characteristically shimmering brushwork.
Transparent, layered glazes of paint add a luminous, scintillating quality to the formal clarity of
the figural group. The looseness and mobility of successive strokes invites the spectator’s optical
completion, opening up the painting to the imaginative participation of the viewer. This appeal to
the viewer’s sensibility was considered inappropriate by Reynolds, who expressed misgivings
about “the great latitude which indistinctness gives to the imagination, to assume almost what
character or form it pleases”.107 Gainsborough’s sensual and virtuosic style elicits an interactive
kind of beholding that insists not on the authority of the artist’s own vision, but on a visual and
sentimental collaboration between work of art and viewer.108 As a result, the painting represents
a desired rapprochement between general and particular form with a “Variety of lively touches
and surprizing Effects” that truly “make the Heart dance”.
Gainsborough’s painting thus constructs three narratives of compassionate exchange: charity is at
once represented as a moment of social contact between needy and benevolent, a spiritual
connection between earthly virtue and heavenly reward, and lastly, as an ideal, conciliatory
meeting between the emblematic and the everyday that ultimately enacts a resolution between
high and low forms of art. While it is perhaps tempting to see this painting as gesturing towards



the broader and more personal reconciliation that took place between Reynolds and
Gainsborough over the latter’s deathbed in 1788, it is better understood as a commentary, not
simply on their personal rivalry, but on the nature and future of art in Britain.109 In this sense it
continues Hogarth’s legacy of the “intermediate species of subject” and ongoing negotiation and
attenuation of the discourse of civic humanism. Mixing the allegorical and the anecdotal, the
theories of the academy with the discourse on moral virtue, Gainsborough’s painting offered a
new paradigm for painting that reconciled the divergent impulses of history painting and the
fancy picture and levelled the hierarchy of general and particular forms.110 Like his
contemporary, Joseph Wright of Derby, whose paintings of scientific spectacles made similar use
of the scale and pathos of history painting, Gainsborough’s late work provides a model for a
morally serious art conceived for domestic display and viewing by a middle-class
audience.111 Charity Relieving Distress therefore constitutes a pictorial argument for a modern
kind of art that combines the emblematic with the everyday, and which is embedded in the values
and experience of a commercial and sentimental age.
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