
REVIEWS

Margaret Gibson and Susan M. Wright (eds), Joseph Mayer of Liverpool, 
1803-1886. Society of Antiquaries of London (Occasional Paper, New 
Series XI) in association with National Museums and Galleries on 
Mersey-side. 1988. xiii + 244pp., 4 figs, 66 b & w Pis £18.00.

This volume commemorates the centenary of the death of Joseph Mayer, 
who, born the son of a potteries tanner, became a celebrated collector and 
a founder of Liverpool Museum. The study is divided into four main 
sections, each introduced by Margaret Gibson. For ease of reference the 
following details may prove of interest:

The first offers two essays on Mayer's life: a biographical sketch 
(Margaret Gibson; pp. 1-27) and a study in 'Philanthropy and Patron 
age' (Richard Foster; pp. 28-41).

The second section, on antiquities, includes essays on Egyptian 
(A. F. Shore; pp. 45-70), Assyrian and Babylonian (A. R. Millard; pp. 
71-6), Etruscan (G. Lloyd-Morgan and Sheila P. Girardon; pp. 77-85) 
and Greek and Roman Collections (E. C. Southworth; pp. 86-93). 
Specific artefact studies such as 'Ancient Engraved Gems' (M. Henig; 
pp. 94 105), 'Late Antique and Medieval Ivories' (M. Gibson; pp. 
106-13), and 'Limoges Enamel' (M. Gibson and P. Rushton; pp. 
114-17) are also considered here, and most pertinent to local readers is 
'Mayer and British Archaeology' (R. H. White; pp. 118-37).

The third section looks at manuscripts: Western, Latin and Vernacu 
lar (Michael Perkin; pp. 138-44) 'Parzival Fragments from the Binding 
of a Latin Psalter in Liverpool' (Nigel F. Palmer; pp. 145-51), 'Burmese 
Manuscripts' (Patricia Herbert; pp. 152-7), 'Persian Manuscripts' 
and 'A Turkish Manuscript' (M. I. Waley; pp. 158-61) and 'The Arabic 
Manuscripts' (G. E. Bosworth; pp. 162-4).

The final section, 'Renaissance and Later', includes 'Arms and 
Armour' (Fiona Paton: pp. 167-75), 'The Majolica' (T. H. Wilson; pp. 
176-82), 'The Oriental Collection' (Eldon Worrall; pp. 183-94), 
'Joseph Mayer's Wedgwood Collection' (Lionel Burman; pp. 195-211) 
and 'Napoleonic Memorabilia' (Irene Collins; pp. 212-26).

There are Appendices of 'Records and Catalogues of the Mayer Collec 
tion' (pp. 227-8) and 'Joseph Mayer's Personal Papers' (pp. 228-31)
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followed by a 12-page index. From a check of several random text 
subjects and names, the latter seems a bit patchy.

This is a remarkable book about a remarkable man, whose genius lay in 
his ability to acquire representative collections of objets d'art, antiquities 
and curiosities, at a time when it was still possible for a single individual 
to do so. In some ways we must be grateful that he was not fascinated by 
ethnography or curious about natural history. Had this been the case, the 
collection could have rivalled that of Sir Hans Sloane's British Museum, 
and it might have been impossible to deal with comprehensively in a 
single volume. The book's contents generally combine specialist artefact 
skills with a great deal of fascinating detective work into diverse 
manuscript and printed sources.

Arguably the collection's most important component was the Egyptian 
collection, by 1887 second only to that of the British Museum. Its varied 
contents were representative of all aspects of Egyptian life and death. It 
was Mayer's early concern to open this publicly in 1852 and display his 
treasure house to stimulate public interest in both Egyptian antiquity and 
in antiquity generally. Whereas most Egyptian artefacts survived, many 
Assyrian and Babylonian pieces perished in the wartime bombing of 
Liverpool, leaving only a limited number to be seen and described. More 
of the Etruscan material has survived, much of it cinerary urns, but a 
significant proportion of jewellery and personal ornaments. Here Mayer 
is seen against the historical framework of Etruscan collecting, and shown 
to have been an important figure in the mid-nineteenth century renais 
sance of collecting.

When compared to the Egyptian material, Mayer's Greek and Roman 
antiquities are not so important, though treating its several components 
under separate heads is a feature which the specialists will probably find 
more useful than the generalists. Here, the Greek pottery is shown to be 
worthwhile, and the Roman glass is demonstrated to be extensive and 
qualitatively important, having originally comprised over 400 items, of 
which 250 still exist. The engraved gems range in date from Graeco- 
Persian to Renaissance, many of them traced here through a fine piece of 
exacting detective work which took Martin Henig into numerous far-flung 
museums and archives.

The next two papers are more selective. Pending the preparation of an 
up-to-date catalogue of ivories, Margaret Gibson analyses the styles of a 
fifth-century A.D. Roman diptych, and three tenth-century Carolingian 
ivories known as 'The Magdeburg Panels'. The medieval enamels are 
more cursorily listed and briefly described.

As we enter the section on manuscripts, there is a growing tendency 
towards the descriptive, away from detection and explanation. It is clear 
that the original manuscript collection was diverse, though limited 
surviving sources make it difficult for Perkin (in common with many other 
contributors) to trace the origins of individual components. More grip 
ping, perhaps, is Palmer's study showing how Mayer possessed a Latin 
psalter that had at one time been bound up in end papers made from the 
earliest printed version of a Middle High German poem Parzival. He 
demonstrates that this is the earliest known example of a German text to
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be cut up for binding, perhaps as early as the late fourteenth century.
Among the 'Renaissance and Later Collections' are remarkable pieces 

of Oriental and British arms, and whereas the sections on Majolica, 
Wedgwood and Oriental ceramics are of considerable interest, it is 
disappointing that a contributor could not be found to deal more 
adequately with the original Herculaneum (Liverpool) pottery, since 
Mayer was the first historian of that industry and his collection ol it was 
considered to have been outstanding. There is a brief note to this effect 
buried in the section on British antiquities.

In Victorian Britain there was an obsession for collecting Napoleonic 
memorabilia, not unlike the current more macabre habit of accumulating 
Nazi items, or indeed, albeit in an entirely different social milieu, Beatle 
Memento Mania. Of course the Napoleonic material differed from these 
in its quality of craftsmanship and visual aesthetic interest. However, 
such obsessions tend to throw up imitations, if not fakes, and here Mayer 
is shown to have been taken in. His miniatures are. nonetheless, all of 
considerable aesthetic merit, even if not by the craftsmen he believed.

A book of this sort can offer two main messages: an account of the 
collector, and an account of the collection. The latter is well accom 
plished, through reading the essays from cover to cover might at first 
sight appear a rather daunting task for the general reader. But, as one not 
myself previously fascinated by Egyptian antiquities or Wedgwood, I can 
only commend it as both an introduction to many subjects, and a work to 
be kept for future source reference.

So what of the man? Owing to the nature of the contributions, the 
biographical material on Mayer and the assessment of his place in 
contemporary antiquarianism do not run together as a continuous 
account, so Gibson's Introduction and White's essay overlap slightly. 
Tracing Mayer's interests from boyhood, they explain how he came to 
help found the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire (1848 9), 
how the Society was able to help organize the British Archaeological 
Association's Chester Meeting in 1849, and the significance this had for 
Mayer's burgeoning relationship with Charles Roach Smith, 'the London 
Antiquary'. Within a year Mayer had been elected a Fellow of the Society 
of Antiquaries and was sharing acquaintance with numerous like-minded 
collectors, as well as scholars. Both authors chronicle the establishment 
of Mayer's Egyptian Museum (1852 67), explaining the transactions 
which brought to him the Faussett, Fejervary, Rolfe and Hertz collec 
tions, and how he had to sell the latter.

The factors which led to the more rapid growth of British archaeology 
at the British Museum are complex. But there is a likelihood, as is hinted 
by White, that it was accelerated by competition from Liverpool. Here is 
a brief narrative of how the abysmal state of affairs nationally - a British 
Museum which collected anything but British antiquities - helped foster 
the growth of Mayer's collection, through his absorption of the collec 
tions they missed, and most notably through Mayer's purchase of the 
eighteenth-century Faussett collection of Kentish Anglo-Saxon grave- 
goods, made possible through lack of both finance and interest at the 
national institution. Roach Smith's central position in this transaction
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was to lead to his editing Faussett's notebooks and drawings into an 
anachronistic, though extremely valuable excavation record, the Inven- 
torium Sepulchrale (1856) in a sumptuous publishing venture entirely 
financed by Mayer (Rhodes forthcoming).

The importance of local collections (like that from Dove Point, Meols), 
is also touched upon, and from the bewildering variety of finds offered to 
Mayer, examples are illustrated or described, some from surviving 
contemporary letters. One important suggested reprovenancing given 
wider circulation here is that the important Iron Age decorated 'Mayer 
Mirror' may have been found in the Thames at Barnes, a connection 
made by Susan Nicholson during her pioneering work among both 
artefacts and letters over a decade ago (Nicholson 1980).

White's contribution demonstrates the great value of contemporary 
antiquarian documentation and should stimulate future research, which 
might include, for example, a study of Mayer's correspondence with 
Charles Rafn, Secretary of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of the North 
in Copenhagen, who tried to win his confidence and (mistakenly) even 
political influence in the interests of Danish nationalism (correspondence 
in the Royal Library, Copenhagen; unpublished personal research). 
Although White mentions, en passant, three of Mayer's written contri 
butions to these Transactions, he actually made thirteen, plus a brief one on 
tokens in the Numismatic Chronicle. It is true some were shorter notes, but 
three or four were substantial articles, one on Cromwellian letters running 
to 133 pages (Gomme 1907, 503). These might not mark him out as the 
foremost scholar of his day, but collectively they do show that he was not 
lacking in intellectual ability.

Turning now to what are best described as 'public works', Richard 
Foster deals with Mayer's local and provincial patronage, illustrating his 
house and library building activities. Interestingly, Mayer probably cut 
more of a national profile in the Free Museum and Library movement by 
his establishment of a Free Library at Bebington in 1866 than he is here 
given credit for. After Mayer's death, in 1891, Thomas Greenwood, 
perhaps the greatest disciple of that movement, acknowledging 
Bebington's debt to Mayer, illustrated the library clock tower with a small 
woodcut. By 1888 the library contained some 19,710 volumes issued to 
823 borrowers at the rate of 360 issues per week (Greenwood 1891, 
446-7). Here (p. 33), Foster mentions a meeting with 'a Mr Greenwood' 
in 1858. Could this have been Thomas Greenwood, stimulating Mayer to 
think of providing a Free Library only three years after the first Free 
Libraries and Public Museums Act of 1855 and some eight years before 
Bebington Library was actually established? It is only remotely possible. 
Missing from here is neither confirmation nor rebuttal of the claim (in the 
D.N.B.) that Mayer - apparently quite a plantsman in his day - 
idiosyncratically gave his borrowers flowers over the issue desk.

Free Libraries went hand in glove with Free Museums, and here 
Mayer's national standing (principally through the early date at which 
his Egyptian Collection was displayed) also remains neglected. On a 
lighter note, we may ask, for example, how he stood on the thorny subject 
of Sunday (museums) opening. The contemporary Bishop of Liverpool
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(J. C. Ryle) was quite explicit in his view that Sunday was sacrosanct, and 
a motion in favour of Sunday afternoon opening at Liverpool Museum 
and Gallery of Art submitted by the Liverpool Sunday Society to the City 
Council failed two years after Mayer's death (Greenwood 1888. 207-9). 
Although Mayer apparently practised no religion, there is no immediate 
hint among these essays to suggest that he held particularly strong views 
either way.

Taking in the breadth represented by the temporal, geographical, 
aesthetic and technological interest of man and collection, one's initial 
reaction might actually be to question Mayer's ability to have had more 
than a nodding acquaintance with such a broad spectrum of art and 
artefact. It is clear that in some areas, acquisition was by a hit and miss 
policy dictated more by fashion and contemporary taste than by scholarly 
motivation. Nevertheless Mayer emerges as a man of discernment and 
taste in some areas of art history, and he is shown to have been diligent in 
pursuit, but not incapable of being duped. Outwardly, Mayer appears to 
have been successful. After all, he was probably only the second man 
(after Sloane) to be in a position to give the nation a reputed £75,000's 
worth of antiquities, in this case twenty years before his death. On top of 
this he established a free library and planted a six-acre park around it. He 
was also big in the local volunteer corps. Besides this, he subsidized or 
paid for the publication of a number of scholarly (and some other) books. 
His dedication to the public good and the world of learning is therefore 
beyond question. In Victorian times such men were often if not usually 
knighted. But curiously, although given honorary certificates if not titles 
abroad, Mayer was granted no significant honours at home. Why? It is 
possible to offer suggestions which may fall well wide of the mark. One 
simple explanation could be that as a non-political individual he was too 
poorly connected to be honoured; lack of loyalty to Anglicanism would 
certainly also have diminished his chances. But that does not explain the 
absence of academic honours for services to education, history and 
scholarship. Perhaps in not marrying he lacked the respectability then 
demanded; but there also remains the question of why he never married. 
It is just possible that he thought money would open all doors. If it really 
were true that he bribed Hume in order to be mentioned for his part in 
the 1860 opening of William Brown's Museum in the Illustrated London 
News (p. 133), he would begin to emerge as a rather pathetic and insecure 
man. There is, of course, another unknown factor here, and that is the 
integrity of Mayer's close friend Joseph Clarke of Saffron Walden, the 
communicator of the allegation about the bribe. In a brief unpublished 
study of only a few of Clarke's letters, I have found some to be quite 
contradictory in their claims about artefact provenances. But 
provenances are one thing and his account of Mayer's behaviour is quite 
another. Clarke himself obviously needs investigating.

An important associated problem was the financing of Mayer's col 
lecting. Whereas the profits of his trade as jeweller and silversmith are 
generally considered to have provided the sole means for private acquis 
ition (and not inherited wealth), investigation is not helped by a 
complete absence of account books. Owing to miscalculation or over-
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stretching, important items were sometimes sold in order to keep him 
solvent, or to make more important purchases. He occasionally hit low 
spots in cash flow, particularly during the later 1850s when collecting and 
exhibiting was at its zenith. The supposition that his intended bid for the 
Hertz collection should have been supported by a business consortium at 
this time therefore seems reasonable. But why should they have pulled 
out and embarrassed him? Could it have been a deliberate attempt to 
discredit, or merely lack of his own good judgement? Was there some 
thing of the nouveau-riche entrepreneur showman image about him which 
alienated potential allies? Had his successes earned him enemies, and if 
so, who were they? As a number of his personal papers may have been 
sold at the time of his death, it is still possible that their rediscovery could 
lead to the emergence of further details illuminating or discrediting these 
speculations.

The book is well produced and edited. Selecting illustrations must 
have been extremely difficult, and (presumably owing to prohibitive 
costs) the absence of colour must have been even more frustrating for 
the contributors than for the reader. But then this is not a coffee table 
book, nor is it priced as such, and at £18 one hopes it will be widely 
read. It not only explains Mayer's legacy, but also clearly informs of the 
intellectual milieux in which the objects were being collected. Uneven- 
ness of approaches is dispelled, to a degree, by Margaret Gibson's 
introductory punctuations, and through this device the attempt to 
address generalist as well as specialist has largely succeeded. These 
essays have thus illuminated a darker corner of British antiquarianism, 
of philanthropy, polymathy and eclecticism. Of paramount importance 
are the exhaustive appendix source lists which will certainly lighten 
the burden of future researchers and should stimulate others to tackle 
those antiquarian sources which could not be fully explored in this 
introduction.

It seems appropriate to conclude this review by quoting Thomas 
Greenwood:

The collection of Historical Art Treasures given to Liverpool in 1866 
by Mr. Joseph Mayer, F.S.A., is the finest collection of the kind ever 
yet presented to the public. In some of its departments - those of 
Wedgwood ware and ivory carvings - it is unique. It contains the best 
collection extant of illustrations of Liverpool pottery ware, a manu 
facture for which the town was once celebrated, but which has been 
long extinct. In Egyptian and Assyrian antiquities it is very rich. The 
Fausset[t] Collection of Anglo-Saxon remains, the finest extant, 
forms a portion of it, together with a large number of ancient 
manuscripts and illuminations. The Town Council suitably recog 
nized its appreciation of this noble gift by erecting a marble statue of 
the donor in St. George's Hall (Greenwood 1888, 163-4).

The statue remains to this day at St George's Hall. But for those who 
cannot visit it, Margaret Gibson and Susan Wright have Grafted a 
portable and more enduring image.
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Penelope Curtis, Editor, Patronage and Practice Sculpture on Merseyside Tate 
Gallery Liverpool and National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside. 
Liverpool. 1989. 137pp.

Penelope Curtis, whose lectures and articles are already well known, has 
produced a notable editorial success in engineering the Tate Gallery's 
publication Patronage and Practice. A collaboration between the Tate 
Gallery Liverpool and the National Museums and Galleries on Mersey- 
side, the present publication comes in the wake of Miss Curtis' other 
handbook Sculpture on Merseyside (1988), an admirable small-scale volume 
which allows the reader to view over seventy sculptures in the area, in the 
light of pithy fragments of modern scholarship.

Patronage and Practice is an expansion of this volume, giving the reader a 
sequence of well researched articles on selected sculptural commissions 
from Liverpool's history. As the editor states in her introduction, the 
'book was not conceived with the intention of providing a total picture of 
sculpture on Merseyside over the last two centuries'. Instead the work 
sets out to give the reader a representative cross-section of sculptural 
manifestations in Liverpool and its environs. We are presented with the 
collecting and patronage of that endearing Georgian, Henry Blundell of 
Ince Blundell Hall, go on to the ambitious expressions of Victorian civic 
pride and end with an analysis of the formation of the Tate's own 
collection of Modern British sculpture.

En route the reader is also made aware of the number of major 
sculptors for whom Merseyside provided a birthplace, a training ground 
or a source of patronage, not the least of these being the classicist John 
Gibson (1790 1866). Gibson, who exhibited works at the Liverpool 
Academy during the 1810s, received the support of Merseyside worthy 
William Roscoe. It was a helpful relationship that was eventually to 
enable him to study in Rome, that 'University of Art'. Gibson was later to 
acquire public notoriety when his ambitious 'Tinted Venus', now in the 
Walker Art Gallery, received a showing at the International Exhibition of 
1862. In this lifesize ideal work Gibson daringly enlivened the marble
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with tinted wax, his response to current scholarship which asserted that 
Greek sculpture had been similarly coloured. Although this work was 
criticised at the time as 'impudent' and 'vulgar', Gibson, through the 
continued support of Merseyside patrons, enjoyed an international 
reputation typical of many of the sculptors whose works were commis 
sioned to adorn the homes, parks, squares and public buildings of the 
city.

It is this encouragement of sculpture of superlative quality, the product 
of increasing civic pride, that is the recurrent theme running through the 
essays under scrutiny. It is a tradition expressed in the Edwardian period 
by the example of George Frampton and in the present era with Epstein's 
work at Lewis' store and sculptures created for the Liverpool Garden 
Festival in 1980. A tradition that one hopes will continue.

Returning to the publication itself; the very nature of the work, a cross- 
section rather than a narration, has meant that at times the essays appear 
in rather a piecemeal order. Odd juxtapositions of essays can ensue, as 
with the siting of an article on sculptures at the University of Liverpool 
encompassing art by Frink and King beside that on the St George's Hall 
frieze, a work of 'New Sculpture' executed by Onslow Ford during the 
1890s. Perhaps most incongruous in the assembly are the twin articles on 
the Tate Liverpool's collections, which do not sit comfortably under the 
heading of patronage or practice in Merseyside.

Miss Curtis has however carefully justified this in her introduction by 
remarking:

'although the history of the national collection is not intertwined 
with the history of sculptors and patrons of this area, the Tate, with 
the opening of Tate Gallery Liverpool in 1988, has now entered that 
history'.

The essays are by leading experts in the field with notable contri 
butions by Benedict Read and Timothy Stevens amongst others. Limita 
tions of space have ensured a conciseness and sharpness which does not 
degenerate into superficiality. As a work of reference or as an exemplar of 
sculptors' practice and sculptural patronage the present volume is of great 
value. It is enhanced by a lavish range of illustrations which articulate the 
text, and these together with elegant typography and layout make the 
work a vital acquisition for the library.

Whilst in local terms Patronage and Practice gives evidence that Liverpool 
has been in the forefront of sculptural patronage it is important in giving 
a model by which patronage in other historic commercial and industrial 
centres may be judged and recorded.

The Henry Moore Centre for   D.C. Rooke 
the Study of Sculpture, 
Leeds City Art Gallery


