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Respect to the remains:
Lady Callcott and art criticism
in the 19th century

Maria de Fatima Medeiros de Souza*

Abstract

Lady Callcott was a British traveler who was active in criticism and art collecting. From
her book Essays towards the history of painting, we can discuss the establishment of a sci-
entific methodology for the history of art and understand the participation of women in art
criticism. We argue that direct observation and description of collections, aspects observed
in Callcott’s book, were resources used to attest to the authenticity of works acquired by
Museums and private collectors.

Lady Callcott ¢ stata una viaggiatrice britannica attiva nella critica e nel collezionismo
d’arte. Dal suo libro Essays towards the history of painting possiamo ricostruire istitu-
zione di una metodologia scientifica per la storia dell’arte e comprendere la partecipazione

* Postdoctoral researcher at the Institute of Brazilian Studies at the University of Sdo Paulo, R.
da Praca do Reldgio, 109 - Conj. Res. Butanta, Sdo Paulo - SP, 05508-050, Brasile, Link: https://
lattes.cnpq.br/4971554987953486, e-mail: medeiros_fatima@hotmail.com.

This article is a résumé of a research published in another academic journal: Souza, M. de
F. M. de (2024), Respect to the remains: Lady Callcott e a critica de arte no Oitocentos, «Re-
vista Do Instituto De Estudos Brasileiros», 1, 87, pp. 1-26, <https://na01.safelinks.protection.
outlook.com/?>.
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delle donne alla critica d’arte. Il saggio intende sostenere che Posservazione diretta e la
descrizione delle collezioni, aspetti osservati nel libro di Callcott, fossero risorse utilizzate
per attestare lautenticita delle opere acquisite da musei e collezionisti privati.

During the nineteenth century, the spread of print culture and travel con-
tributed to including British women in art criticism and art collecting. They
took advantage of their experiences abroad and their social networks to access
the theoretical circuit of art. The participation of women such as Lady Maria
Callcott (1785-1842) is a result of the change in critical production of the peri-
od. Whereas previously it was assumed that men had an inherently refined and
“rational” taste, with the possibility of traveling, women demonstrated their
knowledge through descriptions and analyses of European collections.

When we study women’s intellectual production, it is necessary to consider
the role of scholarly circles involved in the production of knowledge. These
groups were organized on the edges of universities and scientific institutions,
and there are places where women with social prestige could move more easily
beyond the institutions that denied them formal access.

Francis Haskel' discussed the spread of the taste for the old masters of
the Renaissance and Callcott’s articulation as a scholarly correspondent of
prominent figures in art collecting. Recently, Caroline Palmer? addressed the
professionalization of women in art criticism and the contribution of female
authors to the establishment of “art history as a discipline,” emphasizing the
role of travel and the strategies women use to establish their careers.

This research considers the assumptions presented by these two authors
and proposes some questions for the analysis of Callcott’s production based
on the following hypotheses:

1. Lady Callcott’s connection with erudite networks contributed to the es-

tablishment of her career in art criticism;

2. Scientific training influenced Callcott’s art criticism. In other words, the
systematic methodology and the observation of collections in situ are
related to the scientism widespread at the time and are relevant to ana-
lyzing her works.

3. The descriptive method and the prominence of material aspects in “Es-
says towards the history of painting” are resources used to attest to the
authenticity of the old masters works and were used to support the con-
struction of trajectories of painters little known at that time.

To prove these points, it was selected some of Lady Callcott’s correspon-

dence and texts related to art criticism were selected, especially her books

! Haskel 1976.
2 Palmer 20009.
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dealing with the careers of Cimabue, Giotto, and Poussin, for instance, letters
in which Callcott corresponded directly with Sir Thomas Lawrence, discuss-
ing the art collections of Germany, Austria, and Italy. They also talk about re-
cent acquisitions and the movement of works in public and private collections
are topics frequently mentioned by the author.

Based on the notions of direct observation of phenomena, art criticism be-
came more viable for women. Furthermore, after the end of the Napoleon-
ic Wars, a large contingent of British people were able to travel more freely
throughout the European continent®.

Lady Callcott traveled through Austria, Germany, and Italy as a corre-
spondent for Sir Thomas Lawrence and other art collectors. She also advised
Queen Victoria on the selection of paintings and wrote books on the history
of art and biographies of painters. Her literary output includes a travel jour-
nal in Brazil, Chile, and India during the first quarter of the 19th century. In
addition to writing, Callcott produced drawings, watercolors, and paintings.
Some of these images form the travel notebooks that are now in the collections
of the British Museum and the Victoria & Albert Museum.

Callcott’s travel notebooks circulated in various social networks formed
around important figures of scientific, artistic, and social distinction. Asso-
ciated with natural collections and works of art, these field notes constituted
private archives in the homes of figures of outstanding intellectual prestige.
The specialized literature indicates that these spaces contributed particularly
to women’s erudition. Representations of the Joseph Banks house, with natu-
ral collections and a reference library, or even Callcott’s house with works of
art and natural collections, are some examples of these spaces of sociability*.

1. Notes on Essays towards the history of painting

The 1830s were relevant for Maria Callcott in the field of art criticism and
art collecting. In 1835, she promoted a limited edition of the book “Descrip-
tion of the Chapel of the Annunziata dell’Arena”. The following year, she
published “Essays towards the history of painting” and wrote the manuscript
about Cimabue. However, her relationship with the collections of Renaissance
masters acquisition was before that, identified in letters from the 1820s, in
which she organizes trips, art catalogues, and works as a specialized corre-
spondent®.

3 Haskel 1976.
4 Souza 2020, Patterson, 1974.
5 Callcott, 1835, Letters from Maria Graham to Thomas Lawrence 1820-40.
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When reading the book “Essays towards the history of painting,” it is im-
portant to pay attention to the numerous footnotes, which show some of the
objectives in her collection of essays. Initially, we find an articulate and eclectic
text, with varied subjects and temporalities. The theme of studying painting in
its most diverse configurations guides through reflections that encompass the
oldest manifestations of the genre, with special emphasis on cultures before
Greece and Rome. Her spatial and temporal scope also considers non-Western
cultures, such as Chinese, Japanese, and Egyptian art, and even comments on
monuments in Mexico and places still little known to Europeans®.

The writing of the British traveler follows a growing Orientalism wave in
which the intersection of information collected during her travels considers
remnants other than those of ancient Western art’.

In the Callcott’s words, the purpose of the book writings was to “report
what I could gather of the materials used by painters; the substances on which
they painted, the pigments with which they colored, the vehicles through
which the colors were applied, and the tools employed in painting”?.

The scientific notion of knowledge about the materiality of artworks devel-
oped in the last chapter can be found throughout the volume. In Essay V, for
example, called “On the materials used by painters”, the author deals with the
pigments and supports used throughout the history of painting. This is what
we will call an archaeological notion of art history, which considers it relevant
to study materials and techniques used by artists.

This archaeological notion, extended to works of art, is linked to the sci-
entism of the first half of the nineteenth century. The popularization of knowl-
edge, the dissemination of scientific publications, and natural collections, all
of this are based on the observation of phenomena.

For the author, providing detailed information about the paintings is a
form of reverence for the culture of her ancestors. The study of materiality
and the preservation of these reminiscences were ways of honoring the past:
“the desire to show respect for the remains of those we once loved is a blessed
principle of our nature””.

Extending this concept to the study of materiality, it is possible to consider
the methodology of studying painting from an archaeological perspective. In
the polychromy reminiscent of bas-reliefs, sculptures, and ancient monuments,
Callcott develops a historical perspective of colours. She discusses aspects of
the customs involving the use of pigments. Recurrences and meanings of the
constituent elements of the works acquire a scientific dimension in her writing
on the history of art. The author warns, in her letters and essays, that Floren-

¢ Callcott 1836.

7 Recht 2007, Avolese 2018.
8 Callcott 1836, p. 229.

? Callcott 1836, p. 253.
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tine and Venetian frescoes are in danger of disappearing. Thus, getting closer
and scrutinising their layers becomes vital. In this way, the act of observation
acquires a dimension of preservation.

The Essays on the History of Painting are travelogues, with vivid descrip-
tions of the works and collections of palaces, churches, convents, and muse-
ums visited. This notion of displacement, as we argue, is crucial to under-
standing the articulation of Callcott’s career in the context of art writing. An
example of this is numerous footnotes with the location of the works to attest
to her observations. From the Gallery of Florence, through the collections of
the King of Bavaria to the Belvedere Museum in Vienna, most of the paint-
ings cited were seen by the author: “of those I have named, except the ancient
works, there are not even six of which I have not seen the originals”°.

The way she commented on her route and direct observation of collections
were ways of promoting herself as an author. Many female writers consolidat-
ed their careers based on these textual typologies and, later, managed to pub-
lish significant artworks. Madame Johanna Schopenhauer (1766-1838), cited
by Maria Callcott, established her research on the Flemish school of painting
based on articles for specialized periodicals. A polyglot and self-taught, she
became a reference for the study of the work of Jan van Eyck. About a paint-
ing by Van Eyck, Callcott highlights the “excellent description in Madame
Schopenhauer’s pleasant volumes of the old Flemish schools of art”!!. Johan-
na’s fame was on the rise in the 1830s. She brought together figures such as the
philosopher Johann von Goethe, as well as the art critic brothers August and
Karl Schlegel, at her soirees'.

Maria Callcott and Johanna Schopenhauer used the descriptive method
for some purposes, including disseminating knowledge about paintings and
supporting the construction of the artists’ trajectories. Furthermore, given the
scarcity of images and the technical limitations of engraving in the reproduc-
tion of paintings, the descriptive method was an essential contribution, as it
led to a presentation of the works through the characterization of tonal con-
structions, sensations regarding their dimensions, their styles, and technical
particularities's.

The exchange of information between scholars who articulated their writ-
ings through observation and description made it possible to construct reper-
toires and narratives about the artists. In this sense, claims such as “Madame
Schopenhauer describes four of Schoreel’s works in the Munich Pinacothek as
worthy of the highest admiration”* or “Madame Schopenhauer did not hes-

10 Callcott 1836, p. 216.

1 Callcott 1836, p. 182.

12 Sorensen 2023.

13 Schopenhauer 1822.

4 The Art-Union 1848, p. 298.
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itate to classify the painting among Van Eyck’s best, basing her judgment on
the work’s similarity to Saint Luke in the Munich Gallery”?’, indicate mech-
anisms for mapping works to justify attributions. Again, rescuing one of the
ideas we defend in this research, the possibility of seeing the collections was
essential for women to build their careers and validate their analyses.

Correspondents, such as Callcott and Schopenhauer, provided data on ma-
terial aspects to attest and confer authenticity, proposing ways to identify the
works of the old masters and their apprentices. Especially with the diffusion
of the old masters of the Renaissance, these descriptive mappings disseminated
this taste and encouraged collecting.

With this method is possible to investigate the circulation of works through
collections and the trajectory of artists through data provided by these intel-
lectuals. These texts subsidized the construction of a “history of tastes”, as
proposed by Haskel'®. Through these works, we can observe the changes that
took place in art collecting during the nineteenth century, when many artists
and schools were reevaluated by critics. In this context, some little-known
painters of the Italian and Nordic Renaissance were rehabilitated into a spe-
cial category within the art market. These new trends impacted on collection
formations and even our current conceptions about the history of Art.

Numerous publications disseminated these new trends in the market and
art criticism. Periodicals and publications such as The Art Journal were means
of disseminating this information collected by intellectuals such as Lady Call-
cott. Frequently citing recent acquisitions, contesting attributions, and dissem-
inating images and data on public and private collections, The Art Journal’s
editorial line was contradictory. It prioritized contemporary production but
understood the relevance of acquisitions of old masters. The ambivalence of
these positions indicates a complex relationship between the public and these
new tastes for old masters propagated by critics.

The description of materiality supported attributions in a period of disper-
sion of large royal collections and the constitution of collections of national
institutions. Inventorying pigments, supports, and techniques not only consti-
tuted a way of thinking about painting from a scientific perspective but also
followed a market perspective. Articles in the Art Journal questioned acquisi-
tions of old masters by the aristocracy and raised the possibility of forgeries. It
was crucial to construct narratives in a period of intense movement of objects.
That is why the circulation of these correspondents who observed and scruti-
nized these ancient masters was so important.

15 Crowe, Cavalcasselle 1857, p. 99.
16 Haskel 1976.
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2. Some considerations

Lady Callcott influenced later generations. Her name was a reference to
Anna Jameson, Lady Eastlake, and Mary Philadelphia Merrifield, as well as
many others who formed the editorial board of the Art Journal and Black-
wood’s Edinburgh Magazine.

Her written production is relevant to understanding how women built their
careers in art criticism based on the spread of travel. Studying the British con-
text is pertinent, since travel writing was particularly widespread. Travelers
used the possibility of moving more freely around Europe and the continents
in the early nineteenth century to add to their writings the notion of direct
observation of collections, when occurred the spread of the taste for primitive
masters. These movements in the market and art criticism were strongly asso-
ciated with the construction of public and private collections.
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