
TWO PAINTINGS OF LIVERPOOL IN 1680: 
A REASSESSMENT

Anthony Tibbies

In 1909 in an article in these Transactions, R. Stewart-Brown 
discussed the history of an oil painting of Liverpool dating 
from 1680.' When he wrote his paper Stewart-Brown was 
unaware that a second painting depicting essentially the same 
scene had recently surfaced. Through the efforts of the 
redoubtable Robert Gladstone both paintings entered the 
collections of the Liverpool Museum in 1931, and in 1997 
were on display in the Merseyside Maritime Museum. 
Although their importance as the earliest known views of 
Liverpool has long been recognized, it is perhaps slightly 
surprising that these two paintings have not been subject to 
further analysis and that no attempt has been made to 
understand the relationship between them. The decision to 
produce a catalogue raisonne of the Museum's maritime 
paintings has provided the occasion to look critically at these 
two paintings, and the opportunity has been taken to subject 
them to limited analysis by the paintings department of the 
conservation division of the National Museums and Galleries 
on Merseyside (N.M.G.M.).

The painting which Stewart-Brown originally wrote about 
(Fig. 10) is an oil on canvas measuring 74 cm. high by

1 R. Stewart-Brown, 'An account of the oil painting "Liverpool in 1680" 
with notes on the Peters family of Platbridge and Liverpool', 
T.H.S.L C., LX (1908), pp. 35-71.



F
ig

ur
e 

U
) 

I '
/i7

f 
a/

'L
iv

er
po

ol
 in

 1
 (U

K)
 (

lli
e 

Pe
te

rs
 p

ai
nt

in
g)

. 
M

er
se

js
id

e 
M

ar
iti

m
e 

Al
u.

w
itn

i 
(.

\'.
A

l.(
i.A

l.)



.i
f

F
ig

ur
e 

1 
1 

Vi
ew

 o
f L

iv
er

po
ol

 in
 1

68
0 

(th
e 

pa
ne

l p
ai

nt
in

g)
. 

M
er

se
ys

id
e 

M
ar

it
im

e 
M

us
eu

m
 (

M
M

.G
.A

1.
)



192 Anthony Tibbies

59.5 cm. wide. It was presented to the Liverpool town council 
in 1818 by Ralph Peters III (1775-1838) and was certainly in 
his father's possession in 1766 when John Eyes produced an 
engraving The West prospect of the town of Liverpool, as it appeared 
about the year 1680, taken from a painting in the possession of Ralph 
Peters Esqr. Family history maintains that it originally belonged 
to Ralph Peters I (1675-1742). Because of this provenance, 
the painting is frequently referred to as the Peters painting.

The other painting (Fig. 11) is in oil on a wood panel 
measuring 42 cm. high by 65 cm. wide. This will be referred 
to as the panel painting. The history of this painting can be 
traced back with reasonable certainty to about 1860, when it 
was in the possession of the Skillicorn family of Liverpool. Its 
provenance can perhaps be taken back to about 1830, when 
there is reference to a painting in the possession of G. Crump, 
probably George Crump, an attorney of Seacombe and 
Liverpool. 2 The panel painting was purchased in 1907 by 
Charles R. Hand, who sold it to Robert Gladstone in 1931.

Though stylistically different, the two paintings show almost 
identical views of the Liverpool waterfront, together with many 
ships in the river Mersey, about 1680. The scene shows the main 
part of the town between St Nicholas's chapel in the north and 
the area around the entrance to the Pool in the south. Several 
key features and buildings are visible. Starting at the left is St 
Nicholas's chapel (from 1699 the parish church) with the former 
chapel of St Mary del Key, at this time a school, to its left nearer 
the river. The earl of Derby's former town house, the stone 
castellated building known as the Tower and built before 1540, 
is prominent on the quay side. Behind these buildings is the 
Common Garden, bounded by Chapel Street, High Street, and 
Water Street. Immediately to the right of the Tower is Water 
Street, which leads up into the town, and slightly to the right 
and on the horizon is the tower of the town hall, completed by 
1675. On the south side of Water Street along the waterfront is

Ibid., p. 41, quoting Underbill MSS. Stewart-Brown doubted the 
existence of a second painting, suggesting that Underbill was mistaking 
either the Eyes engraving or the Peters painting. It is perhaps 
surprising that he was unaware that the panel painting had surfaced in 
1907 and could be a candidate.
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the customs house (identifiable by its four chimneys and three 
gables) and its adjoining yard. This was a new building, leased to 
customs from 1680. At the far end of the customs yard is Moor 
Street (laid out 1665) and James Street (laid out about 1676), 
with the castle behind. Built about 1235, the castle was repaired 
and extended throughout the Middle Ages but by the late 
seventeenth century had probably fallen into disrepair.

The principal difference in topography between the two 
paintings is that the panel shows the castle with only one tower 
on the right-hand side, surely an error on the artist's part. 
There are also in the panel painting trees in the Common 
Garden and a dome-like structure on top of the town hall. 
However, when one comes to look at the shipping element 
there are more significant differences. The Peters painting 
includes vessels for deep-sea trading as well as coastal and local 
river craft. Of the larger vessels, three ships to the left, off St 
Nicholas's and the Tower, are beginning to make sail and head 
down river. Another ship in the left foreground is also shown 
raising sail. To the right-hand side off the customs house are a 
further three ships, all with their sails furled. Across the middle 
distance, in the river between the Tower and the castle, are five 
brigs and a barque, all with sails set. One of the brigs, off the 
customs house, has a very high poop deck and may be a Dutch 
vessel. There are two further vessels beached to the right of the 
castle. Amongst the smaller craft a coastal vessel astern of the 
ship in the left foreground may be a hoy or possibly a Mersey 
fiat. If the latter, this would be the earliest representation of a 
flat in the Mersey. There are two small single-masted gig or 
ferry boats off the Tower and in the right centre foreground a 
larger ferry boat. There are considerably fewer vessels in the 
panel painting. The nearest vessel in the centre is a brig with a 
high poop. To the right are two ships, and in the left 
foreground two single-masted vessels intended for coastal use.

The vessels in the Peters painting appear to be authentically 
reproduced and in keeping with a late seventeenth-century 
date. For instance, the ship-rigged vessels are consistent with 
the drawings in the journal of Bryan Blundell, in particular 
the Mulberry of 1696. 3 This is not the case with the panel

3 Lanes. R.O., DDBb/8/4.
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painting. For example, in the centre the high poop of the brig 
looks odd for a vessel of this date and one would not expect it 
to be equipped with royals (the uppermost sails). The ship 
nearest the customs house has a broad band on the hull which 
is more characteristic of vessels a century or more later. In the 
left foreground the two single-masted vessels are, perhaps, 
inaccurate renderings of coastal craft. Thus the overall 
impression is one of anachronisms by an artist who was not 
expert at depicting sailing vessels.

If we look at the physical elements of the two paintings 
further discrepancies can be identified. An examination by 
conservation staff at N.M.G.M. has concluded that the 
condition of the Peters painting is consistent with a late 
seventeenth-century date. 4 This is not the case with the panel 
painting. A significant number of elements cause concern, 
relating particularly to the paint layer, which shows no age 
cracks or other physical characteristics expected of an oil film 
of a late seventeenth-century date. 5 The arms of Richard 
Windall and the date of 1682, which have previously been 
thought to authenticate the painting, 6 look like a later 
addition. The conclusion of the technical examination was 
that 'the whole of the visible painted design is somewhat 
suspect and highly unlikely to date from 1682.'

The combination of technical and visual evidence casts 
serious doubt whether the panel painting is an authentic 
contemporary painting of the late seventeenth century. This 
raises the interesting question of when it may have come into 
being and under what circumstances. Reference has already 
been made to the engraving by John Eyes which was taken 
from the Peters painting in 1766. In stylistic terms and in 
some elements of detail, the panel painting is more closely 
related to the Eyes engraving than to the Peters painting. This

4 Report by N.M.G.M. Conservation, Paintings Department, Nov. 1995. 
The report concluded that despite ovcrpaint and considerable wear 
from over-zealous cleaning, the main details appeared to be original, 
and that there was nothing to suggest that the painting did not date 
from the late seventeenth century.

5 Report by N.M.G.M. Conservation, Paintings Department, Dec. 1995.
6 N.M.G.M., Maritime Museum Department Collection Files, letter 

from Robert Gladstone, 3 Nov. 1931.
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is particularly true of the angularity of the buildings, the 
inclusion of trees in the Common Garden and the dome-like 
structure on top of the town hall. One possible explanation 
would be that the panel painting was copied from the Eyes 
engraving, probably in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth 
century. Whilst there is little correlation between the depiction 
of the vessels in the Eyes engraving and the panel painting, 
the inaccuracies and anachronisms associated with the way 
the vessels are shown in the panel painting would support a 
later date.

In conclusion, the existing documentary and physical 
evidence suggests that the Peters painting is a near- 
contemporary depiction of Liverpool about 1680 and that the 
topography and shipping are accurate. However, the panel 
painting was almost certainly produced more than a century 
later, perhaps of the basis of the Eyes engraving of 1766. It 
should be viewed in this light and the depiction of the 
shipping treated with caution.


