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IN 1774 an exhibition was held by The Society of Artists in 
Liverpool, the first of its kind outside London. Just over 

one hundred years later Joseph Mayer, one of the founders of 
our Society, reprinted the catalogue of that early exhibition 
with biographical notes on the exhibitors. (1) When he came to 
the entry

MR. MATTHEW GREGSON
31. A new Design for a Bed, in the Chinese taste: A Sketch
32. Ditto. Palmyrean: ditto.
33. Ditto. Gothic, ditto.

he remarked somewhat tartly, "Matthew Gregson was an 
upholsterer dwelling on the west side of Castle Street. He 
might have chosen works very much more creditable to his 
taste and spirit than Palmyrean bedsteads". But Mayer com 
pletely missed the point. He saw the first exhibition in the light 
of the Liverpool Academy of his own day and regarded any 
deviations from portraits, landscapes and still life as unfortunate 
and in rather bad taste. Although himself a person of discern 
ment (he coupled with his reprint one of the first monographs 
on George Stubbs) he saw artists as pre-eminently painters 
and sculptors producing works complete and understandable 
in themselves, suitable for the adornment of mid-Victorian 
galleries and homes, and in this he was no different from his 
fellow patrons and critics. Applied art, concerned with the 
good design of useful and simple articles in general circulation, 
scarcely merited his attention and might safely be left to William 
Morris and his friends; it seemed to be associated with danger 
ous political views with which Joseph Mayer and his circle 
were thoroughly out of sympathy.

Far from being guilty of tastelessness Gregson was in fact 
one of the few exhibitors in step with the aims of the original 
founders of the enterprise. These men had intended that their 
exhibition should improve the designs of local artists and 
craftsmen, and raise the taste of the local merchants who were

111 J. Mayer, Early Art in Liverpool (1876).
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Plate 12. MATTHEW GREGSON, 1749-1824 
From a contemporary painting by W. Bigg
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their patrons. Although they were thwarted almost from the 
outset by powerful and fashionable colleagues holding different 
views, their experiment is of great interest. England stood on 
the threshold of mass production; the subsequent divorce of 
design from utility and the emergence of a genteel "high art" 
not only reflected the rigidly stratified natural of society; it 
produced a generation almost insensitive to design. Only the 
great civil and mechanical engineers, often men of deep sensi 
tivity, could produce powerful shapes uninhibited by pre 
conceptions about art, simply because they were not regarded 
as artists and did not usually regard themselves as such either. 
By Joseph Mayer's day, if an artist aspired to be an architect, 
for instance, he was likely to be regarded by polite society as 
something of a buccaneer and suffer the fate of Bosinney in 
The Forsyte Saga.

But there were those, even in the eighteenth century, who 
feared or foresaw this development, and who, while fostering 
some artistic sense in provincial merchants and gentry, were 
concerned also with the training in design of craftsmen and 
artisans. One such was Matthew Gregson. (2) His family had 
come from the Whalley district where members had farmed 
for generations and married into the families of Sir John 
Neville and Houlgrave of Houlgrave, for three hundred years 
tenants of the Norrises of Speke. He could (and frequently did) 
boast generations of yeoman ancestors, a lineage undistin 
guished but thoroughly acceptable to the lesser county society. 
He was born in 1749 the son of a blockmaker, Thomas Gregson, 
who had gone into business on his own account in 1744, and 
later became a shipowner and pioneer of the Greenland whale 
fishing industry out of Liverpool. Matthew followed his father 
into the trade of blockmaker. He was apprenticed successively 
to William Litherland and Mrs. Elizabeth Urmson, the aunt 
of Mrs. William Earle of Everton, during which time he married 
Jane, "sister of 'King' John Foster, daughter of John Foster 
joiner from Staindrop, Durham, where he was bred up in a 
charity school" as he scornfully put it. Jane brought him some 
property, but her brother, "King" John Foster and the bane 
of Matthew's life, inherited the residue of the estate about 
£22,000 at which he exclaimed, "God prosper my children, what

(2) Gregson's papers are to be found in Liverpool Record Office (Gregson 
Collection and Holt and Gregson Collection [HG], together with Gregson's 
own grangerised copies of Traughton's and Enfield's Histories of Liverpool) 
and Liverpool University Library (The Gregson MSS., mainly genealogical, 
bound in large folios and indexed). Most of the biographical material on the 
Gregson family is in the Gregson Collection GRD I-XI and Gregson MSS., 
Vol. I, p. llv.
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they got was honestly come by". In 1788 Matthew went into 
business on his own, and from a house in James Street moved 
to Brownlow Hill where in 1792 Jane died. Meanwhile his 
business premises were in Castle Street and Preeson's Row. 
In 1797 he married Anne Rimmer a niece of the heiress Jane 
Hardman. Anne died in 1808 leaving him "a hopeful family of 
good children". All his life a tireless industry never left him: 
"From the time of my going apprentice until the year 1800 I 
may say in a space of 22 years I never was 3 days from business 
on pleasure in my life". By 1809 he had grown wealthy. As 
lord of the manor of Overton in Cheshire (an inheritance of 
his great-grandfather and purchased from a kinsman) he could 
put Esquire after his name. He owned an estate in Wavertree 
and about a dozen warehouses in the town, which brought in 
a steady income for his numerous daughters. He became the 
senior churchwarden of the town, served on innumerable 
committees, and in 1812 retired from business to devote the 
rest of his life to antiquities, and to playing the outraged 
burgess robbed by a corrupt oligarchy set up by the Liverpool 
Improvement Acts. His moral integrity remained beyond re 
proach, his large family adored him, and his intellectual friends, 
if they pulled his leg from time to time, greatly admired him 
for his boundless, if at times rather naive, enthusiasm. He 
remained a conservative in politics, a protagonist of the slave 
trade, and a bit of a snob but no more than was proper to 
a person in his position.

Gregson's career has been described in some detail to show 
in what a strong position he had placed himself socially to 
propagate his notions about taste. Although he went into 
business as an upholsterer and interior decorator who took care 
to obtain the latest London designs, it was not long before he 
was advising his clients on the whole of their furnishing 
including the purchase of prints and libraries of books. He 
learnt to decorate and furnish rooms as a unity and his interest 
covered a wide range of applied art. He was an irrepressible 
inventor, and although some of his ideas may seem rather 
cranky, they taught him to think in terms of design in all kinds 
of media. Well connected socially in town and country, he 
could boast of fast friends who were formerly his customers, 
and he probably had at least a professional entree into more 
influential homes than anyone else in Liverpool. Although, so 
far as is known, none of his work survives, his influence upon 
informed taste throughout Lancashire and Cheshire must have 
been considerable. Failing anything better the Gregson MSS. 
must remain the chief source for considering this influence, but
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the jumble of circulars, correspondence, notes and proofs 
covered with Gregson's dreadful handwriting makes one wonder 
how he ever managed his affairs at all. Most significantly only 
three small groups of letters have survived from the eighteenth 
century and these are carefully tied or bound together. They 
are from David Samwell, William Watts and Samuel Stringer. 
He clearly valued them very highly and kept them by him all 
his life.' 3 '

I. PUBLICATION OF PRINTS

The letters from Watts show Gregson as a publisher's agent 
for the sale of prints, probably his first excursion into the fine 
arts. Cheap and plentiful reproduction of prints was still in 
its infancy and these early works by Watts, Angus and others 
were often crude and quite devoid of artistic merit, but quite 
apart from the social prestige for landowners circulating prints 
of their county seats, awareness of the rich complexity of 
architectural style in England became more generally diffused 
and the engravers were able to improve their techniques at the 
same time. William Watts as engraver and publisher of 
Gentlemen s Seats, with which the correspondence mostly deals, 
hoped to repeat the success of the Copper Plate Magazine for 
which he had engraved Paul Sandby's sketches. The plates 
were to be the same size and even better value, and local 
artists, professional and amateur alike, were invited to submit 
studies of county houses for inclusion. From Liverpool con 
tributions were received from Gregson, Stringer, Daniel Daulby 
and Thomas Chubbard.' 41 Often these drawings were too bad 
to be accepted and this led to several rather delicate situations, 
especially when the artist had managed to obtain several 
subscriptions.

By means of agents like Gregson, Watts aimed to keep his 
publication out of the hands of the shops "on account of the 
enormous profits expected by the printsellers". Booksellers 
could have it at the subscription price of 3s. 6d. a part and sell to 
non-subscribers for 5s. "allowing 13 to the dozen or 3 over in 
2 dozen". This was in January 1779, and the following month 
Gregson received eighteen copies of the first part for distribu-

"» Gregson Collection GRC XV-XVIII. See also H. A. Taylor, "David 
Samwell" in The Liverpool Libraries, Museum and Arts Committee Bulletin, 
October 1956. And S. Redgrave, A Dictionary of Artists (1878), p. 461 for, a 
note on Watts.

IJI Daulby is best known as the compiler of the first Catalogue Raisonnee of 
Rembrandt's etchings. He was a son-in-law of William Roscoe. Chubbard was 
a local topographical artist.



162 PURSUIT OF TASTE

tion, carriage being divided amongst the subscribers. Thereafter 
the number rose to about thirty for each issue. There appear 
to have been fifteen issues which came out between February 
1779 and January 1784. Subscribers certainly had to be patient, 
and it is a measure of their interest that Gregson managed to 
keep them on his books for the whole of that time.

To realise how difficult the publication of prints in this way 
could be and the heavy risks involved, one has only to read 
how Watts apparently tottered from one disaster to another. 
In 1780 his publisher Thomas Vernon went to prison as a 
bankrupt, was helped out by his friends, later married success 
fully and was back in business again by 1782 having paid 5s. 
in the £. Sometime in 1781 the shortage of French paper during 
the wars and other reasons forced a rise in the cost to 6s. a 
part for the unfortunate subscriber. "With respect to the arts 
and sciences I am very sorry to say they are but little encouraged 
in these times of public disturbances, many of the first painters 
haveing little or no employment ... in short nothing to be 
heard but the beating of drums and the 'vile squeaking of the 
wryneck'd pipe' as Shylock phrases it". To crown all, Watts's 
mistress absconded with all his linen, silver and money besides 
leaving debts to the tune of £50, and his letterpress printer 
was thrown into prison over some mysterious affair with the 
Russian ambassador. In December 1783 there was a further 
hold up because his printer, Haines, had been forced to sign a 
contract with Sir Joseph Banks to produce the account of 
Captain Cook's last voyage by a certain date, and this most 
important order had to take precedence. But to these periodic 
catastrophes there must be added sickness and the chronic 
shortage of ready money. Booksellers delayed twelve months 
before settling their accounts, probably because the gentry 
were equally tardy. Watts tried to insist on ready money and 
actually demanded his prints back from such leaders of fashion 
as the Duke of Queensbury and Lord Clive because they would 
not pay promptly. On the other hand Watts had to pay 
immediately for paper, printing and drawing, "and must sell 
4 and 500 before I am indemnified". No wonder he became a 
bit short with amateur artists pressing for publication of their 
work; to Gregson he said, "Neither of your gentlemen 
encourage the work", but he included their drawings simply 
because of Gregson's long list of subscriptions. The Lords 
Walpole, Romney and the Duke of Northumberland on the 
other hand paid £3.3.0 for the original drawing of their 
seats, purchased copies of the work to date at £4 . 10 . 0 each, 
and ordered several additional prints at £1.1.0 a dozen.
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Perhaps all this sounds rather petty and trivial, but it is easy 
to take for granted a form of publication which looks simple 
enough bound together in leather with all parts complete 
without realising the adventurous nature of the undertaking, 
the risks involved, and ihe eagerness with which these simple 
little reproductions were originally received by those whose 
general artistic awareness was being stirred by them.

II. PROPOSALS FOR A SOCIETY OF ARTS IN 

SOUTH LANCASHIRE

The letters of Samuel Stringer cover the period from 1779 
until his death in 1783. His father was an artist and colour 
maker with a manufactory at Seacombe; of his brother Daniel 
Redgrave wrote, "his great power was sacrificed to Cheshire 
ale", and of Samuel himself, "He had no art merit" as Watts 
found to his cost. Stringer, the complete amateur, wrote in a 
turgid, classical manner, which he probably fancied was elegant, 
constantly eulogising Gregson and Watts. But he remained a 
cheerful and enthusiastic subscriber to the Gentlemen's Seats 
and has an interesting comment to make about a change of 
plan by the publisher: "Mr Watts has certainly made an 
improvement in his Plan by interspersing something like 
picturesque views nothing but Buildings would have seemed 
calculated merely for Bricklayers". And again, "I am sorry 
Mr. Watts' plan is on so confined a scale as to afford trifling 
amusement and information to artists . . . but the age is trifling 
 yet would have works of Merit and those cheap Quantity 
and Quality can scarcely be added together on those terms. 
On that account alone artists cannot always work to please 
themselves consequently taste and judgement are often over 
powered by whim and caprice". But out of this genuine dilemma 
men like Stringer and Gregson were moving towards the 
foundation of some kind of society for pooling knowledge and 
enthusiasm. There was already a Liverpool Print Society in 
existence, the plan being, in Gregson's words "to purchase all 
the books and prints extant, to circulate them from house to 
house in rotation weekly, to collect the whole monthly, to 
meet and spend a pleasant evening over them; again to pass 
them round; at the end of the year to sell them amongst sub 
scribers only, and make fresh purchases again for the ensuing 
year. By this means the best and most expensive works have 
been in possession of the Society and now remain divided 
amongst them". (5) When Stringer was approached by Daniel

151 Gregson Collection (Fg. 1912).
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Daulby for a subscription to the Print Society in 1781, he 
remarked, "It cannot be defined a club, that is an idea I 
reprobate; I detest such terms for so refined a plan [but rather] 
a society in pursuit of further knowledge who meet like the 
ancient philosophers and sages on a Banquet of Sense and 
Taste not like our modern convivials whose taste is confined 
to the tip of the tongue. We are excellent companions in 
Knutsford [though] by companions I don't mean connoiseurs 
of either arts or sciences I would not wish to send Mr. 
Gregson a falsity". He also alludes to "the purer doctrine of 
the seaport" as proposed by Messrs. Gregson, Roscoe and 
Daulby.

In March 1782 Stringer outlined a scheme for "Messrs. 
Gregson and Daulby with any more of the Cognoscenti thought 
proper of to take sometime a Sunday's jaunt to Warrington 
in the Coach where I, reinforced by one or two gentlemen of 
true taste and learning will meet them not for the sake of 
guzzling or Gormandising . . . no, it shall be no less than a 
committee to inquire into the abuse of ignorant Connoisseurs, 
to raise up the moderns and pull down the arrogance of the 
ancients or to discuss any other knotty point of the Law 
relative to purified taste and the extirpation of Gothism. I do 
not mention Mr. Roscoes name; the multiplicity of his business 
added to matrimony will naturally make his excursions more 
rare and uncertain. Knowing it is the fashion in large towns 
to relax on a Sunday I am the less ceremonious in observing 
that Warrington from the convenience of the coaches can be 
no very inconvenient excursion". He described Mr. Jos. 
Fowden's purchase of a Snyders and a Salvator Rosa, and 
remarked that "the Triumvirate may be gratified with the sight 
of a collection which will add additional lustre and create a 
still more splendid light amongst the Lovers of Virtue". Then 
came the draught proposals for the society:

1. The meeting not to be considered as a spouting Club with the Insignia of 
a hammer to knock a Speaker down but only calculated for the easy 
conversation of a few friends.

2. To prevent the noise and confusion of Tongues amongst an indiscriminate 
number let twelve or fewer be the ultimatum. Besides, this stated Line 
will be a good and sufficient excuse to avoid the importunity of every 
pretender to taste for admittance.

3. Let each member annually present an essay on the general subject or a 
part of Painting, Architecture, Sculpture or Engraving.

4. Let the meetings be fixed either ................ or ................

5. Let it be understood that an elaborate or long essay is not expected but 
that each one shall be wrote on not less than half a sheet not more than 
a whole sheet.



PURSUIT OF TASTE 165

6. As it comes in turn but once a Year let it be determined who shall 
respectively read, two or three at the first, that the papers may not shuffle 
and crowd together at the last provided that each member has a Copy 
delivered him.

7. All Fines to be avoided as repugnant to the design of a liberal communica 
tion either of doubts or Sentiments.

8. At all events let none but members be admitted; such a deviation would 
be totally incompatible with the privacy of discussion, those opinions 
which every individual has formed to himself. Such admission would 
savour strongly of conceited importance in the Society.

9. For Forms sake let there be a president to take care of the Papers and 
execute the necessary for the Day to be chosen by private Ballot either 
yearly or oftener."

In his reply Matthew Gregson showed a rather more realistic 
temper. He would have a society far more broadly based with 
a membership of thirty or so with at the most half-yearly 
meetings; greater frequency would be impossible for men of 
business. He suggested that members should gather at 10 a.m., 
dine at 4 p.m. and spend the evening in Warrington. There 
should be the usual constitution of president, secretary and 
standing committee and the subscription should be one guinea 
annually. Henry Blundell of Ince Hall should make an ad 
mirable president and rally the support and approval of the 
County. A date in January was suggested "whilst others are 
demolishing mince pies and pyramids of sweetmeats, let us be 
then building a Society that will do honour to the man who 
first proposed it".

Here were two contrasted views on the nature of the proposed 
society and Stringer in his rejoinder clearly realised this. He 
spoke of "our cottage scheme"; Blundell, he agreed, was a 
recognised connoisseur, "but let us not at the setting out be 
under an aristocracy"; he preferred to feel his way and he 
feared for a large formal society at first lest it fail and make 
everyone look absurd. Again and again he urged a meeting 
with men like Kershaw and J. L. Philips from Manchester, and 
in fact these two went during the summer of 1783 to London 
to interview leading artists individually and bring back their 
impressions for discussion by the new society. "With them the 
artists will in a great degree lay aside reserve they will not 
be considered as Rivals for Fame". By October a meeting had 
almost been arranged to include among others Gregson, 
Daulby, Eyes and four or so from the Print Society. Roscoe 
was regarded as unlikely to attend because of business com 
mitments. Finally, the second Monday in November was fixed 
on, with the meeting at Warrington and then, shortly after 
wards, Stringer died.

At this point a difficulty arises. The prospectus of a Society
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for Promoting the Arts in Liverpool was printed and bore the 
date 18 October 1783, but no allusion is made to it in Stringer's 
correspondence. A plan far more formal, ambitious and 
didactic than Stringer's coterie (itself more on the lines of the 
Print Society) was set out with a president, committee, visitors, 
students, and at least fifty members, with lectures once a week 
in the winter season. Henry Blundell of Ince was made president, 
Roscoe vice-president and Thomas Taylor secretary. Taylor 
clearly formed the link with Manchester for he was a close 
friend of J. L. Philips, the manufacturer and collector of 
modern paintings, drawings and prints. Philips had one of the 
finest collections in the north of England. The committee was 
nothing like so representative as that for 1774 (6) being Daulby, 
Guy Green the ware painter, Gregson, the surgeons Renwicke 
and Turner, and a Rev. Mr. Finch of whom nothing is known.

The introduction to the prospectus sounds like Gregson: 
"The advancement of the arts of Painting and Design, though 
an object in itself sufficiently important appears of still greater 
consequence when it is considered that almost every mechanical 
profession is indebted to those arts for the propriety and beauty 
of its ornaments ... the cultivation of taste is another object 
which this institution has in view . . ." But the exhibition held 
the following year showed how far the new society had moved 
away from Stringer's original plan. Painting dominated every 
thing and romantic painting at that. Sir Joshua Reynolds sent 
his portrait of "Colonel Tarleton", and although the introduc 
tion talks of the unity of beauty with utility, and mechanics 
acquiring taste and a practical knowledge of design, the year's 
work shows no examples of applied art. Gregson did not 
exhibit.

And so the original scheme was strangled at birth. How was 
this ? Gregson clearly wanted to impress the County and ensure 
success, though he realised that "the gentry have narrower 
notions than a class lower". Roscoe he knew could attract 
Reynolds. He himself probably had dealings with the Sandbys 
through Watts, and once again the Royal Academy provided 
the model constitution, an Academy which had itself departed

161 In 1774 the Committee of Artists consisted of: Thomas Chubbard, painter; 
Matthew Turner, surgeon; Guy Green, ware painter; Michael Renwicke, surgeon; 
Daniel Daulby; Samuel Chubbard, carver; Paul Pennington, sailmaker; Thomas 
Green, watchmaker and manufacturer; William Tak, painter; John Wyke, watch 
manufacturer; William Roscoe, attorney; Matthew Gregson, upholsterer; 
Edward Rodgers, broker; Thomas Whalley, grocer.

Members of the Society included joiners, painters, jewellers, schoolmasters, 
surgeons, booksellers, sailmakers, musicians and a coachmaker. (Gregson 
Collection Fq 1912).
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in some measure from its origins. 17 ' Thereafter we hear more 
and more of the exhibitions, less and less of the instruction. 
The second exhibition is "prompted by the desire of contri 
buting to the public amusement" and subsequent catalogues 
carry no apology at all. All pretence of cultivating applied art 
had disappeared. But the most baffling part of this rapid change 
of emphasis in 1783 is a letter which Marillier quotes, written 
by Taylor to Philips: "Roscoe . . . has endeavoured in forming 
the plan to avoid the rock on which the former [Society] split, 
which was that it was made to rest entirely on artists. They 
being transient inhabitants the matter dropt when they left 
town, but now the artists are secondary instruments only; the 
principal parts are in the hands of residents". (8) Stringer's plan 
must have been turned down at the last minute unless Gregson 
had been simply jollying him along while Roscoe prepared the 
prospectus. The whole thing seems to be a rather cynical 
capitulation to popularity. Thereafter we hear nothing of the 
Academy from Gregson who drops out of the committee. 
Perhaps he too was disappointed and realised his error.

On 6 June 1783 The College of Arts and Sciences was 
instituted in Manchester with Thomas Percival, one of the first 
students of Warrington Academy, as president; one of the 
governors was Charles White, the father of Rosamund White 
and described by de Quincey as "the most eminent surgeon 
by much in the north of England"; he and his son Thomas 
lectured in anatomy, the first series on that subject to be given 
in the Provinces. But the "arts" upon which the improvement 
of manufactures was felt to be based in Manchester were 
"Chemistry and Mechanism"; here too then, applied design 
was ignored, this time in favour of technology. The founding 
of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society in 1783, 
and William Roscoe's election to it in 1784, quite apart from

171 For a good account of the origins of the Royal Academy see N. Pevsner, 
Academies of Art Past and Present (CM.P. 1940), pp. 183-6. When the artists 
broke with the Society of Dilettanti in 1755 they formed "The Plan of an 
Academy for the better cultivation ... of Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, 
and the arts of Design in General". In 1757 they held an exhibition in the 
building of The Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 
Commerce in Great Britain (later The Royal Society of Arts) founded in 1754. 
In 1761 the same group exhibited independently as "The Society of Artists of 
Great Britain", and in 1768 the Royal Academy was founded which was to 
include "the Establishment of a well regulated School or Academy of Design 
for the use of students in the arts". Dr. Pevsner describes Reynolds' 1770 
discourses as "a direct outcome of French art theories of the siecle de Louis XIV. 
Accordingly the Royal Academy remained unswervingly faithful to the ideals 
of the grand style and did not consider any provisions for applied art" (the italics 
are mine). The eclipse of original intentions was to be closely paralleled in 
Liverpool.

181 H. C. Marillier, The Liverpool School of Painters (1904), p. 5.
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the activities of the college mentioned above, must have sprung 
from the discussions of Stringer and others with the Manchester 
men, Philips and Kershaw, with Manchester deciding to go its 
own way. Thus both Liverpool and Manchester abandoned 
any attempt to teach applied art, the gentlemen following after 
high art, the men bent on higher production.

III. GREGSON AND INDUSTRIAL DESIGN

Meanwhile Gregson continued to pursue good taste in his 
purely professional capacity. In 1804 he was congratulated by 
Lord Stanhope, inventor of stereotype printing, for his ink 
made from charcoal from the Goree fire and its use for wall 
paper. A fragment of his neat classical motif printed on a red 
ground still survives stuck to the letter. (9) By 1804 Gregson 
had transferred his ideas of a committee of taste into the 
commercial sphere, with what success is not known, but the 
plan is a striking one and worth setting out in full. What is 
more he drew up this draft the day after Stanhope had sent 
his congratulations:

That a society be formed to consist of ten members.
That these members join together not in partnership but in taste in trade; 
that there shall be cottons engaged to be printed by M. M. Hicks & Co. at 
prices which shall be agreed upon, 5 pieces Is. each pattern for every one in 
the engagement, which 5 pieces shall be delivered on one and the same day, 
but save and except to the inventor only being one of the above he shall have 
5 first pieces that can be furnished, and if he orders it 5 more on the day the 
whole delivery follows; that no pattern shall be printed but with the approba 
tion of two members and that before the same is set to work it shall be 
certified on the pattern chosen notice given to all describing the pattern that 
all bad work shall be at the risque of the Printer which without he can sell 
to one of the Committee of Taste (let us call them) shall be shipd abroad 
but not sold in this Kingdom on any account by the Printer; that every 
Committee man furnish a pattern in turn.
That every committee man be applyd too also in turn to approve or reject 
any pattern but every pattern be approved by six shall notwithstanding such 
rejection by the others be printed and the whole engage to take 5 pieces 
each.
That every person pay 2s. par piece for every piece printed over 5 pieces 
the quantity he is or shall be bound to take except such pattern or design 
originated from himself.
The sum of 2s. per piece to be reserved for the purposes of the Society in 
paying carridge of patterns from place to place or for other purposes they 
may appoint.
The remnants may be collected in the end and sold or exchanged at the yearly 
meeting to subscribers.
That a meeting shall be held at the end of May every year in London at which 
all the Committee shall be requested to attend and it is then hoped ... [to 
approve the patterns].
That further an agreement may be made for the cutting of borders or any 
other ornament that may eventually tend to the service of the Committee.

20.1.1804
London 

191 Gregson Collection, GRC XXV 14.
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1 or two in London.
1 Bristol, Bath, York, Norwich, Edinburgh, Newcastle, Worcester, Leeds,

Liverpool.
That the move of choice shall be arranged and time allowed for the pattern 
to stop with anyone person. That this engagement last one whole year or 
until Jan. next subject then to any new regulations that may be agreed on.

Wed Ev. 18.1.04 
Oxford Coffe House, Strand.'10'

The following year saw Gregson making whalebone furniture 
with William Lancaster as his chief craftsman. Bedsteads for 
barracks follows, and then a complaint that the Bank of 
England horded gold bars that could have been turned into 
greater value and given employment to the gold beaters, besides 
bringing into the country more gold than was used. 111 ' His 
letters to the Gentleman's Magazine during these years must 
have been quite a feature on this and many other topics.

If Gregson severed his connection with the Academy he 
never for one moment gave up his original ideas. It was as 
treasurer of the Blue Coat Hospital in 1813 that he wrote one 
of his longest and most interesting articles in the form of an 
open letter to the trustees. (12) He makes it clear that he believed 
taste and drawing for mechanical purposes are related, and 
that we should avoid sending to France and Italy for designs; 
that if one in ten were taught drawing a national taste would 
be raised, and the powers of observation in these students 
would greatly increase. He stresses the value to mariners of 
being able to draw and declares that "drawing [is] more solid 
use to every Mechanic in every trade than writing for a mere 
mechanic has seldom much use for writing but if he learns 
to draw he will learn to write". He wanted his draftsmen to 
work with pen and ink, pencil and charcoal, but not to paint, 
and was probably influenced by the outline drawing brought 
into vogue by Flaxman. In a letter to the Gentleman's Magazine 
four years earlier he had pointed out that "the profits from a 
proposed history of Liverpool based on John Holt's collection 
was to be devoted to a drawing school for poor boys to be 
trained as mechanics, as smiths, joiners, cabinet makers, 
turners, wheelrights, coachmakers or mariners".' 131 He feared 
that when peace came French ascendancy would be complete

(I °> Gregson Collection, GRC XXIV 1.
(11) Ibid., GRC XXIII 1, 3, 4-10. William Lancaster was a brother of Joseph 

Lancaster, the educationalist.
1121 This letter and another, "On National Education in Drawing" (December 

1813) are bound together in the Gregson Collection GRD XVIII. A further 
letter, said by Gregson to be written by William Roscoe, appeared in the 
Liverpool Mercury, 26 November 1813 above the signature Pericles.

(13 » HG V, 13, and Gem. Mag., October 1807.
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in matters of design, despite superior English execution. Mean 
while the French could make use of the classical models in the 
Louvre, and although the English nobility had taste it could 
not get it executed by the English craftsmen. Good design in 
fabrics cost no more, for "Sienna marble callico curtains and 
Gothic ruins with landscape carpets are an absurdity that 
cannot escape the criticism of the most unlettered genius". 
Even in the matter of pottery there had been large Liverpool 
potteries in 1759 starved of good design and only rescued by 
Bentley and Wedgewood.' 141 As a result, perhaps, of his letters, 
the Courier for 27 May 1813 carried an advertisement seeking 
sixty subscribers to support a drawing master to attend eight 
schools for a few hours twice a week.* 151 Eight years later 
Gregson is found writing to the workhouse in search of boys 
and girls with some aptitude to learn drawing. (16) His crusade 
in this direction never ceased.

After the war Gregson spent a great deal of time experiment 
ing with lithography. Hitherto there has been much interest 
by P. P. Burdett, Chubbard and Paul Sandby in aquatint, and 
the first English aquatint was produced in Liverpool and still 
survives 1171 but here in the lithograph was a medium more 
adaptable to the amateur. Indeed the inventor sold the materials 
and reserved the right to print off the finished result for his 
own use if he so wished. The vogue was very widespread during 
the years from 1815 to 1825. Gregson kept a file of letters on 
nothing else, (18> together with circulars and price lists. All 
manner of strange devices were produced by his friends as 
they discussed learnedly the merits of gum water and lamp 
black, the stones and the presses. One vigorous experimenter 
was George Cuitt, an artist then living in Chester, and always 
extremely outspoken. He did not have much success though 
he reckoned "he had got the sow by the right ear" until he 
came to the press which "made all his fine hair strokes as thick 
as hog's bristles". From this he deduces that Gregson's German 
specimen had been etched on the stone with a needle rather 
than a pen or pencil. Despite examples and instructions from 
Redman they were still groping for the technique. Edward

1141 HG vi, 169.
(15) They were: Bluecoat School. Manesty's Lane School.

Welsh   C9pperas Hill
Moorfields   Irish  
Hunter St.  
Circus St.   [HG VI> 173]

1161 HG VI, 175.
1171 Liverpool Record Office, Binns Collection D 323, referred to by Gregson 

in an interesting retrospective letter to William Roscoe. Roscoe Papers, 1851. 
1181 Gregson Collection, GRC V.
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Stanley, rector of Alderley and later bishop of Norwich, wanted 
Gregson to help Willich set up a press in Liverpool. Certainly 
a Mr. James, one of Willich's men made a start in Manchester 
in 1820. Rosamund White was probably the most successful of 
the local amateurs at this time. She designed her own press 
for twelve shillings upon the principle of a mangle, and although 
fearfully crippled, so that when travelling she spent most of 
her time sailing rather than jolting in carriages, she insisted 
that Gregson took the boat to Weston Point to teach her. He 
did so, and his admiration for her became tremendous as he 
regarded her as one of the first lithographers in England. Her 
portraits of her father and grandfather he later included in his 
Fragments. Their simple competence in the "outline engraving" 
style contrast sharply with several other rather crude efforts 
which were included. Gregson was later disappointed that he 
had been unable to use lithography to more purpose in his 
Fragments. Nevertheless here again was an informed and 
intelligent circle of friends investigating the practical problems 
on their own account and certainly the first to try their hand 
at the new art in the north of England.

iv. GREGSON'S FRAGMENTS

From 1816 Gregson plunged deep into his last venture and 
the one by which he is best remembered the publication of 
his Portfolio of Fragments relative to the History and Antiquities, 
Topography and Genealogies of the County Palatine and Duchy 
of Lancaster. The historical accuracy and content of this curious 
compilation does not concern us, but the work contained eight 
hundred engravings mostly by local artists eight hundred 
engravings which found their way into the collections of over 
five hundred houses in north-west England. This was quite an 
achievement in 1817.

The date is significant. The aftermath of the Napoleonic 
Wars had brought on a trade depression of classic proportions. 
In Liverpool Joseph Williamson of Everton hired labourers to 
build a warren of magnificent but quite useless tunnels. Matthew 
Gregson did what he could for the artists and engravers by 
commissioning hundreds of coats of arms, local views, churches 
and country seats for inclusion in the Fragments. Already 
general artistic appreciation had improved immensely since his 
early days. He could remember the times when there was not 
a picture in the town worth £10 or a print in the Academy 
worth a guinea. Only in Liverpool could a church have four 
doors in four different styles, so ignorant were the builders of

N
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St. Peter's. Even a Zoffeny print from the Royal Academy 
could not find anyone with two guineas to purchase it, so that 
it had to be raffled between himself and eleven others. Now 
scarcely a month passed but some exhibition or sale of prints 
or paintings were held in Liverpool. Jonathan Blackburne's 
collection was well known and Gregson prided himself on his 
"early masters in woods" and rare Bewicks.

Most of the Liverpool artists were closely related in an 
artistic sense and a great many of the engravers stemmed from 
Thomas Bewick. Roscoe had brought Bewick's pupil Henry 
Hole to Liverpool to provide woodcuts for The Nurse. Bewick 
was subsequently employed by Mrs. Hemans, Dr. William 
Shepherd and the printer McCreery; he designed Gregson's 
trade card; his Liverpool pupils included William Clements, 
Alexander and Thomas Mosses, Hugh Hughes, and his brother 
William, who became engraver to the Prince Regent. All these 
men were employed by Gregson. Charges varied a good deal  
between 2s. and 5s. each for the coronets and coats of arms, 
up to £4/4/0 for Lancaster Castle by Clements, while W. Hughes 
charged £4/14/6 for Gleaston Castle, £5/15/0 for Hale Hall 
(which Gregson regarded as rather high), and £8/8/0 for 
Clitheroe Castle paid for by the Duchess of Buccleugh. (19) In 
addition Redman charged £2/2/0 for six hundred prints of 
Lancaster Castle, which was a lithograph, plus 10s. for the 
stones and 3s. 6d. for the steel pen. This gives a rough idea of 
the scale of prices.

From the start Gregson took the example of William Watts 
to heart. He kept away as much as possible from the book 
sellers but could not resist jousting with them now and again. 
A lively correspondence with Lackington's shows the book 
sellers normally requiring 25% plus 10% London delivery, 
plus 5% for carriage. 1201 "You fire a shot ahead and I return 
you a full broadside and probably I may return another when 
I get to my sanctum", he wrote, and most of the copies of 
the Fragments were privately subscribed for. Cash was to be 
paid on receipt and no accounts were to be kept. From book 
sellers he would sometimes take books in exchange instead of 
cash. From Lancaster to Chester a little army of long-suffering 
friends and agents sought subscriptions for him long-suffering 
because the subscription had to be raised after 380 copies from 
2\ guineas to 4 guineas, an official appendix was added for 
10s. 6d.; wrangling over this coupled with Gregson's chronic 
carelessness over orders and addresses frayed many tempers.

1191 For many of these bills see Gregson Collection, GRA, 26. 
(2°> Gregson Collection, GRC II, 120.
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Transactions were strictly cash on delivery. The important 
point is that the book was circulated for the most part inde 
pendently of the booksellers, and one wonders how general 
this was for subscription volumes.

The author invited genealogies and other information from 
his subscribers, and, if they would contribute a block of their 
country seat, he in turn would be more generous with their 
coats of arms. He found most of them rather tight with their 
money; he protested that "Mr. Pudsey Dawson gave Dr. 
Whittaker (as many more Gentlemen did) plates that cost him 
£45 and Dr. W sent him a Bill for printing and paper which 
cost him £15 more. And he paid for his copy as the others 
did". And he declared that many far more expensive books 
than the Fragments had far worse errors. How anything like a 
book emerged from the welter of correspondence, bills, proofs, 
notes and prints that make up Gregson's archives on the 
Fragments fills at least one archivist with considerable amaze 
ment.

Besides the usual difficulties with subscribers, agents, book 
sellers, printers and transcribers, he had to hold his team of 
artists and engravers together. Just how difficult that could be 
will be illustrated by reference to one print, that of Lathom 
House, the seat of Edward Bootle Wilbraham, M.P. (21) The 
original drawing was executed by Cuitt who had strong views 
on commissions for country houses: "For all subjects on earth 
that of a gentleman's place is to me the most stupid and 
abominable to manage, never being able to please myself in 
the least. After rubbing out fifty different compositions I 
generally leave off where I started". Cuitt was all for execution 
in the picturesque way and did not take kindly to criticism on 
points of detail. Bootle Wilbraham demanded that the trees 
in the foreground be made large to do justice to his splendid 
timber, and required deer to be introduced. Apparently Cuitt 
had also to work from a sketch made by the squire's daughter 
which complicated matters still further. The artist meanwhile 
had been "indisposed by a violent cold which fixed its talons 
on my guts and gave me excruciating torments. However with 
the help of a few poisons I have mastered the complaint. 
Tho' with the loss of a great part of my flesh". But he finished 
the drawing, which "I never wish to see again. If it will not 
do this time he may put in the trees himself for I will do no 
more for him having a very poor opinion of him and have 
had ever since his sixpenny enclosure which in my opinion

1211 Correspondence mostly in Gregson Collection GRC I and II; the print 
appears in the Fragments,
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shows what the man is ... I can only tell him he has never 
had his clumsy house (for the architecture is shockingly bad) 
nor his fine Park done so much justice to before and I only 
regret that I have wasted so much time upon it". Hughes in 
his turn had to spend five times more work on his cut of the 
house than on any other, but on the other hand Cuitt's remarks 
to Gregson would have pleased the engraver. "He has contrived 
to give the foliage all the playfulness and freedom of etching, 
an effect you rarely chanced or ever see produced in wood. 
What an immensity of labour it must have cost him to produce 
such an effect; the ash to the left is a charming piece of handling 
and the foreground oaks are touched with exquisite feeling, 
and totally devoid of that hackneyed and vulgar zig zag worm 
like touch (if touch it can be called) which all wood engravers 
of the present day effect more or less. I don't think the Printer 
has done justice to the block, the oak appears pale and misty 
from a want of ink, you will be able to judge best if you possess 
another impression". In the following year William Hughes, 
largely through Gregson's recommendations to Lord Sidmouth, 
was appointed Engraver in Wood to the Prince Regent but 
could not afford the expense of having his appointment 
ratified.

The Fragments went through several editions but lost money 
in the end; but Gregson had achieved his object of laying 
historical foundations for others to build upon and giving 
employment to his artists. He had helped to create a demand 
for well-illustrated local history from which later authors were 
to benefit. Before he started on it his cousin, Samuel Gregson, 
remarked, "I am afraid many of our gentry have not a taste 
for the Arts they are not fond of patronising but if a thing 
pleases them and gets into a fashionable run then it meets 
friends without solicitation". Gregson knew that the support 
of the arts always meant getting it "into the fashionable run" 
and the sacrifice of some artistic integrity. His efforts may seem 
insignificant today when compared with that of the great 
patrons, but he helped to build up a tradition of modest artistic 
activity in the completely antipathetic provincial society of a 
boom town. If no one followed his lead in the development of 
applied art that was not his fault, and nobody knew that better 
than William Roscoe who wrote in 1817, "If others had been 
as zealous in promoting the arts connected with design as you 
and I have been for the last forty years and upwards, they 
would have stood upon a different footing than they do at 
present in this part of the kingdom". (22)

1221 Gregson Collection, GRC II, 205.



176 PURSUIT OF TASTE

In 1854, thirty years after Matthew Gregson's death, his 
daughter recalled how at least one person had remarked that 
her father was a man fifty years before his time, and that local 
committees were beginning to see that they must do what he 
had urged thirty years before, that cheap mass production was 
not enough and that the continental schools had taken the 
lead in matters of taste "which deprives our manufacturers of 
many advantages". Matthew Gregson had won his point.


