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T HE

LIFE or MrR. GEORGE VERTUE,

HE enfuing account is drawn from his own notes, in which the higheft
praife he ventures to affume is founded on his induftry—How many
men in a higher fphere have thought that fingle quality conferred many
thining others! The world too has been fo complaifant as to allow their
pretenfions. Vertue thought the labour of his hands was but labour—the
Scaligers and fuch book-wights have miftaken the drudgery of their eyes for
parts, for abilities—nay, have fuppofed it beftowed wit, while it only fwelled
their arrogance, and unchained their ill-nature. How contemptuoully would
fuch men have fmiled at a ploughman, who imagined himfelf authorifed to
abufe all others, becaufe he had turned up more acres of ground !—and yet
ke would have toiled with greater advantage to mankind.

'George Vertue was born in the parith of St. Martin’s in the Fields, Lon-
don, in the year 1684. Flis parents, he fays, were more honeft than opu-
lent. If vanity had entered into his compofition, he might have boafted the
antiquity of his race : two of his name were employed by Henry VIII. in
the board of works :—but I forget; a family is not ancient, if none of the
blood were above the rank of ingenious men two hundred years ago.

About the age of thirteen he was placed with a mafter who engraved arms
on plate and had the chief bufinefs of London ; but who, being extravagant,
broke, and returned to his country, France, after Vertue had ferved him be-
tween three and four years. As the man was unfortunate, though by his
own fault, the good-nature of the fcholar has concealed his name. As it is
proper the republic of letters thould be acquainted with the minuteft circume
ftances in the life of a renowned author, I queftion if Scaliger would have
been fo tender,
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120 Tur LIFE or Mr. GEORGE VERTUE.

Returned to his parents, Vertue gave himfelf entirely to the ftudy of
drawing for two ycars ; and then entered into an agreement with Michael
Vandergutch for three more, which term he protratted to feven, engraving
copper-plates for him ; when, having received inftruéions and advice from
{everal painters, he quitted his mafter on handfome terms, and began to work
for himfelf. This was in the year 1709. The firft twelvemonth was pafled
in drawing and engraving for books.

The art was then at the lowelt ¢bb in England. The beft performers
were worn out: the war with France fhut the door againft recruits ; national
acrimony and the animolity of faclion diverted public attention from com
mon arts of amufement. At that period the young engraver was recom-
mended to fir Godfrey Kneller, whofe reputation, riches, parts, and acquaiat-
ance with the firft men in England fupported what little tafte was left for
virtia, and .could ftamp a character wherever he deigned to patromize. My
author mentions with dutiful fenfibility what joy this important protection
gave to his father, who had his education warmly at heart, and who dying
foon after, left a widow and feweral children to be fupported by our fcarce-

fledged adventurer. His own words fhall tell how he felt his fituation, how
little the falfe colours of vanity gave a fhining appearance to the morning
of his fortune; * I was,” fays.he, ‘“the eldeft, and then the only one that could
help them ; ‘which added circumfpeionin my affairs then, as well as induflry
to the end of my life.”

At intervals of leifure, he pradifed drawing and mufic, learned French and
a little Italian, It appears that he afterwards acquired Dutch, having con-
fulted in the originals all that has been written in thofe three languages on the
art to which he was devoted.

His works began to draw attention, and he found more illuftrious patronage
than Kneller’s, Lord Somers employed him to cngrave a plate of archbifhop
Tillotfon, and rewarded him nobly. The print will {peak for itfelfi It was
the ground-work of his reputation, and deferved to be fo. Nothing like it
had appeared for fome years, nor at the hour of its produ@ion had he any
competitors. Edelinck was dead in France, White in England, Van Gunft
ie Holland : “It feemed,” fays he himfelf, “as if the ball of fortune was
tofled up to be a prize only for Vertue.” Oune cannot eflimate fuccefs at a

lower
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lower rate, than to afcribe it-to accident j the comparifon is at once modeft
and ingenious. Shade of Scaliger, which of your works owed its glory to a

dearth of genius among your cotemporaries ?

In 1711 an academy of painting was inflituted by the chief performers in
London.  Sir Godfrey Kneller was placed at the head ; Vertue was onc of
the firt members, and drew- there for feveral years.

To the end of that reign he icontinued to grave portraits from Kneller,
Dabl, Richardf{on, Jervafe, Gibfon, and others.

On the acceffion of the prefent royal family he publifhed a large head of
the king from a painting by Kneller. As it was the firft portrait of his
majefty, many thoufands were fold, though by no means a laborious or
valuable performance. However, it was fhewn at court, and was followed by
thofe of the prince and princefs. All concurred to extend his bufinefs, In
any recels from :that he pra@ifed in water~colours, fometimes attempting
portrait ; -oftener copying from ancient or curious pieces which he propofed
to engrave.. S0 early as the year 1713 he commenced his refearches after
the lives of our artifts, and began his collettions; to which he added prints by
former mafters, and every thing that could tend to his great work, the Hiftory
of the Arts in England. "Wherever he met with portraits of the performers,
he Apared no pains in taking copies. His journeys over: England with the
fame view will appear in the:courfe of his Life, Thefe travels were afliduoufly
employed in making catalogues, obfervations, and memorandums of all he
faw.

Eis thirlt after Britith antiguities foon led him to a congenial Mazcenas.
‘That munilicent colle@or, Robert Harley, fecond earl of Oxford, early dif-
tinguifhed the merit and application of ‘Vertue. The invariable gratitude of
the latter, exprefled on all occafions, implies the bounty of the patron. * The
carl’s gencrous and unparalleled encouragement of my. undertakings, by pro+
moting my ftudiotis endeavours,” fays he, * gave me great reputation and
advantage “over all other profeffors of the fame art in England.” Another
leffon of humility ! How feldom is fame aferibed by the poffeffor to the
countenance of others! The want of it is<complained of—here is one infance,

Veou. IV, R perhaps
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perhaps a fingular inftance, where the influence is acknowledged—after the
death of the benefadtor.

Another patron was Heneage Finch * earl of Winchelfea, whofe picture he
painted, and engraved; and who, being prefident of the fociety of Antiquaries
on the revival in 1717, appointed Vertue, who was a member, engraver to it,
The plates publifhed by that fociety from curious remains were moft of them
by his hand as long as he lived, are a valuable monument, and will be
evidence that that body is not ufelels in the learned world.

The Univerfity of Oxford employed him for many years to engrave their
almanacs. Inftead of infipid emblems that deferved no longer duration than
what they adorned, he introduced views of public buildings and hiftoric
events; for he feldom reaped benefit from the public, without repaying it
with information.

Henry Hare, the laft lord Coleraine, an antiquary and colle@or, as his
grandfather had been, is enumerated by Vertue among his protectors, His
travels were dignified by accompanying thofe lords. They bore the expence,
which would have debarred him from vifiting many objets of his curiofity
if at his own charge; and he made their journeys more delightful, by ex-
plaining, taking draughts, and keeping a regifter of what they faw. This
was the cafe in a journey he took with lord Coleraine to Salifbury, Wilton
and Stonehenge. Of the latter he made feveral views: Wilton he probably
faw with only Englith eyes. Amid legions of warriors and emperars, he
fought Vandyck and Rubens, Holbein and Inigo Jones. An antique and
modern virtuofo might inhabit that palace of arts, and never interfere. An
ancient indeed would be a little furprifed to find fo many of his acquaintance
new baptized. Earl Thomas did not, like the popes, convert pagan chiefs into
chriftians; but many an emperor acts the part at Wilton of fcarcer Cafars.

In 1726 Vertue, with Mr. Stephens the hiftoriographer, vifited St. Albans,
Verulam and Gorhambury. At the latter he made a drawing from the
picure of fir Francis Bacon.

* He died in 1726,
Great
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‘Great part of his time was employed for lord Oxford, for whom he en-
graved portraits of Mr. Prior, fir Hugh Middleton, &c. For the duke of
Montagu he did fir Ralph Winwood; for fir Paul Methuen, Cortez; arch-
bifhop Warham from Holbein’s original at Lambeth; and for lord Burlington,
Zucchero's queen of Scots,

His prints growing numerous, many perfons were defirous of having a
complete colletion. He made up fets for fir Thomas Frankland, for Mr,
Weft, and for lord Oxford ; the laft in three large volumes, carried down to
1741, and fold after the earl’s death to the late ecarl of Ailefbury for 5o
guineas.

In 1727 he went to Wimpole for a week, and thence made a tour with
lord Oxford for fix wecks more, to Stamford, Burleigh, Grantham, Lincoln,
and Welbeck, one of the ancient feats of the countefs of Oxford, where after
the earl’s death fhe affembled the portraits of her anceftors to a prodigious
number, the heroes of many an illuftrious race. Thence they paffed to Chat{-
worth, and York, where Vertue had the pleafure of converfing with Mr.
Francis Place, who had been intimate with Hollar :—trifling circumftances to
thofe who do not feel what he felt. Vertue drew up an account of this pro-
grels, and prefented it to his patron,

For fome years his ftages were marked by noble encouragement, and by
opportunities of purfuing his favourite erudition. He was invited whither he
would have withed to make pilgrimages; for the love of antiquity is a kind
of devotion, and Mr. Vertue had different fets of faints. In 1728 the duke
of Dorfet called him to Knowle. Humble before his fuperiors, one conceives
how his refpec was heightened at entering fo venerable a pile, realizing to
his eyes the fcenes of many a waking vifion. Here he drew feveral of the
poets. But he was on fairy ground; Arcadia was on the confines; could he
refift an excurfion to Penthurft? One may judge how high his enthufiafm
had been wrought, by the mortification he exprefles at not finding there a
portrait of fir Philip Sidney.

In 1730 appeared his twelve heads of poets, one of his capital works.
Though poetry was but a fifter art, he treated it with the affe@ion of a
relation,  He had colle@ed many notes touching the profeffors, and here and

R 2 there
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there in his MS8S. are fome flight attempts of his own. But he was of too
timid and corre& a nature to foar where fancy only guides. .Truth was his
province ; and he had a felicity uncommon to antiquaries, he never fuffered
his imagination to lend him eyes. Where he could not difcover he never
fupplied.

After his poets, of which he propofed to enlarge the feries, it was his pur~
pofe to give fets or clafles of other eminent men. This was the firft idea of
[iHuftrious heads, a hint afterwards adopted by others, and at laft taken out of
frs hands, who was beft furnifhed with materials for fuch a work, Some
vranches he executed himfelf with deferved applaufe.

About this time he again went to Oxford, copied *fome original paintings,
and took an account of what portraits they have of founders and benefaQors,,
and where depofited. Thence to Gloucefter to draw the monument of
Edward II, having for fome years been colle®ting and ‘making drawings of
our kings, from images, miniatures or oil-paintings; a work foon after un-
expe@edly called forth. On his return he ftopped at Burford to view the
family-picce of fir Thomas More, and vifited Ditchley and Blenheim. His
next tour was to Cambridge, where he had been privately engaged to draw
by ftealth the portrait of old Mr. Thomas Baker of St. John’s, tlien an
eminent antiquary, earlier in his life the modeft author of that ingenious and
polifhed litde piece, Reflections on Learning.

Vertue’s next confiderable produdion was the heads of Charles T. and the
loyal fufferers in his caufe, with their charaéers fubjoined from- Clarendon,
But this was fearce finithed, before appeared Rapin’s Hiftory of England,
* a work,” {fays he, ¢ that had a prodigious run, efpecially after tranflated,
infomuch that it became all the converfation of the town and country ; ana
the noife being heightened by oppofition and party, it was propofed to publith
it in folio by numbers—thoufands were fold every week.” The two brothers
Knaptons engaged Vertue to accompany it with effigies of kings, and fuitable
decorations.  This undertaking employed him for three years, A fair copy
richly bound he prefented to Frederic prince of Wales at Kenfington. A
volume of his beft works he gave to the Bodleian library.

In 1734 he renewed his journeys about England. With Roger Gale the
antiquary
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antiquary he went to St. Alban’s, Northampton and Warwick. In 1737 the
ear] of Leicefter carried him to Penthurlt ; and the end of the fame year lord
Oxford took him again to Oxford, to Compton Verney the feat of the mafter
of the rolls,-to Warwick, Coventry, Birmingham, and to lord I)igb}f’s at
Coleihill, to view the curious pifture of queen Elizabeth’s proceffion, fince
removed by the late lord to Sherborn-caftle in Dorfetfhire. They returned
by Stratford (Vertue did not want true devotion to Shakefpear), by Mr.
Sheldon's at Wefton, where are a few curious pictures, faw Blenheim, and
Mr., Waller's at Beaconsfield. The next year he went into Hertfordfhire to
verify his ideas about Hunfdon, the fubject as he thought of queen Elizabeth’s
progrefs. The old lord Dighy, who from tradition believed it the queen’s
proceflion fo Sr. Paul’s after the deftruction of the Armada, was difpleafed
with Vertue’s new hypethefis. The fame year he faw Windfor, and Mr.
Topham’s colleGtion of drawings at Eton.

He next engaged with the Knaptons to engrave fome of the illuftrious
heads, the greater part of which were executed by Houbraken, and un-
doubtedly furpafled thofe of Vertue. Yet his performances by no means de-
ferved to be condemned as they were by the undertakers, and the performer
laid afide. Seme of Houbraken’s were carelefsly done, efpecially of the
moderns; but Vertue had a fault to dealers, which was a merit to the public:
his {crupulous veracity could not digeft imaginary portraits, as are fome of
thofe engraved by Houbraken, who living in Holland, ignorant of our hiftory,
uninquifitive into the authenticity of what was tranfmitted to him, engraved
svhatever was fent, I will mention two inftances; the heads of Carr earl of
Somerfet and fecretary Thurloe are not only not genuine, but have not the leaft
refemblance to the perfons they pretend to reprefent. Vertue was incom-
meode; he loved truth.

Towards the end of 1728 he made another tour with lord Oxford through
Kent and Suflex, vifiting Rochefter, Canterbury, Chichefter, Portfmouth,
Southampton and Winchefter; and the principal feats, as Petworth, Good-
wood, Stanfted, and Coudray—the laft alone worth an antiquary’s journey.
Of all thefe he made various fketches and notes; always prefenting a duplicate
of his obfervations to lord Oxford.

He had yet another purfuit, which I have not mentioned; no man had
fludied
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fludied Englifh coins more; part of his refearches have appeared in his ac-
count of the two Simons.

He ftill wanted to vifit the eaft of England. In r739 his wifh was
gratified ; lord Coleraine, who had an eftate at Walpole in the borders of
Norfolk in Lincolnthire, carried him by Wanfted, Moufham, Gosfield, St.
Edmundfbury, fir Andrew Fountain’s and Houghton, to Lynn, and thence
to Walpole; in which circuit they faw many churchies and other feats.

In 1740 he publifhed his propofals for the commencement of a very va-
luable werk, his hiftoric prints, drawn with extreme labour and fidelity, and
executed in a moft fatisfaGory manner. Queen Elizabeth’s progrefs he co-
pied exadly in water-colours for lord Oxford, who was {o pleafed with it,
that he fent Mr. Vertue and his wife a prefent of about 6o ounces of plate.—
But thus arrived at the fummit of his modeft wifhes, that is, rewarded for illuf-
trating Englith hiftory—his happinefs was fuddenly dafhed ; heloft his noble
friend the earl, who died June 16, 1741, * Death,” fays he emphatically,
« put an end to that life that had been the fupport, cherifher, and comfort of
many, many others, who are left to lament—but none more hcartily than

Vertue !”

So ftruck was the poor man with this fignal misfortune, that for two years
there is an hiatus in his fory—he had not {pirits even to be minute.

In 1743 he was a little revived by acquiring the honour of the duke of
Norfolk’s notice, for whom he engraved the large plate of the earl of Arundel
and his family. For his grace too he colle@ed two volumes of the works of
Hollar, chiefly of thofe graved from the Arundelian colleftion; and having
formed another curious volume of drawings from portraits, monuments, pedi-
grees, &c. of the boufe of Howard, the duke made him a prefent of a bank-

note of 100/

His merit and modefty flill raifed him friends. The countefs dowager of
Oxford alleviated his lofs of her lord : their daughter the duchefs of Portland
he mentions with equal gratitude; the late duke of Richmond and lord
Burlington did not forget him among the artifts they patronifed. But in
1749 he found a yet more exalted protector. The late prince of Wales fent

for
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for him, and finding him mafter of whatever related to Englifh antiquity, and
particularly converfant in the hiftory of king Charles’s colle€tion, which his
royal highnefs withed as far as poffible to re-affemble, he often had the ho--
nour of attending the prince, was fhown his pitures by himfelf, and accom-
panied him to the royal palaces, and was much employed in colleting prints
for him, and taking catalogues, and fold him many of his own miniatures and.
prints.

He had now reafon to flatter himfelf with. permanent fortune. He faw
his fate linked with the revival of the arts he loved ; he was uleful to a prince
who trod in the fteps of the accomplifhed Charles; no Hugh Peters threat~
ened havoc to the growing colle&ion—but a filent and unexpe&ed foe drew
a veil over this fcene of comfort, asit‘had over the former. Touched, yet
fubmiffive, he fays, after painting the prince’s qualifications, and the hopes:
that his country had conceived of him,—* but alas, Mors ultima rerum! O-
God, thy will be done! Unhappy day, Wednefday March 2oth, 1751!""
His trembling hand inferts a few more memorandums of prints he engraved ;
and then he concludes his memoirs in melancholy and disjointed {fentences.
thus,—* Obfervations on my indifferent health—and weaknefs-of fight in-
creafing—and lofs of noble friends, and the encouragement from them lefs and:
lefs daily—this year—and worfe in appearance begins with 1752.”

He loft his friends; but his piety, mildnefs,. and ingenuity never forfook:
Bim. He laboured almoft to the laf}, folicitous to leave a decent competence:
to a wife * with whom he had lived many years in tender harmony. His.
volumes of the works of Hollar and the Simons I have mentioned here and!
elfewhere. The reft of his works will appear in the enfuing Lift..

He died July 24th, 1756, and was buried in the cloifters of Weftminfter--
abbey on the goth following, with this epitaph :.

Here lyes the body of George Vertue.
Late engraver
And fellow of the Society of Antiquaries,
‘Who was born in London 1684,
And departed this life on the 24th of july 1756..

* Margaret his wife furvived him, and died His brother James, who followed the fame pros

March 17, 1776, in the 76thvyear of her age, feflion at Bath, died about 1765, L2
4 \“T.h,'!
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With manners gentle, and a grateful heart,
And all the genius of the Graphic Art,

His fame fhall each fucceeding artift own
Longer by far than monuments of {tone.

Two other friends—not better poets- indeed—inferted the following lines
® L] . . .
in the papers, on viewing his monument :

Proud artift, ceafe thofe deeds to paint on ftone,
‘Which far above the praife of man have fhone?
Why fhould your fkill {fo vainly thus be fpent ?
For Vertue ne'er can need a monument.

Another.

Troubled in mind, and prefs’d with grievous {mart,
Her happy manfions left the Graphic Art,

And thus to Science fpoke: “ What! can it be?

¢ Is famous Vertue dead ?—Then fo are we.”

Thele are well-meant hyperboles on'a man who never ufed any. He was
fimple, modeft, and fcrupulous ; fo ferupulous, that it gave a peculiar flow-
nefs to his delivery ; he never uttered his opinion haftily, nor haftily affented
to that of others. ~ As he grudged no time, no induftry, to inform himfelf,
he thought they might beftow a little too, if they withed to know. Ambi-
tious to diftinguifh himfelf, he took but one method, application. Acquainted
with all the arts pradifed by his profeffion to uther their producions to the
public, he made ufe of none. He only lamented he did not deferve fuccefs,
or if he miffed it when deferved., It was {ome merit that caried fuch bath~
ful integrity as far as it did go.

He was a ftrit Roman Catholic ; yet even thofle principles could not warp
his attachment to his art, nor prevent his making it fubfervient to the glory
of his country. I mention this as a fingular inftance. His partiality to
Charles the firft did not indeed clath much with his religion ; but who has
preferved more monuments of queen FElizabeth? Whatever related to her
ftory he treated with a patriot fondnefs ; her heroes were his. His was the
firft thought ‘of engraving the tapeftry in the houfe of lords; his a proje& of

3 giving
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giving a feries of proteftant bithops—for %5 candour could reconcile toleration
and popery.

His collection of books, prints, miniatures and drawings were fold by
auétion May 17, 1757. Lord Befborough bought there his copies in water-
colours of the kings of England, as I did a large piece of Philip and Mary
from the original at Woburn, which he intended for his feries of hiftoric
prints, There too I purchafed his drawings taken from Holbein ; and fince
his death, the beft piece he ever painted, a fmall whole-length of the quecen of
Scots in water-colours. ¢

The length of this account I flatter myfelf will be excufed, as it contains a

few curious particulars, which are not foreign to the fubjeQ, and which con-
comitantly illuftrate the hiftory of arts.

Vor. IV, S ELST
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