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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 
This thesis explores the ways in which the industrialist Matthew Boulton 
(1728-1809) used images of his manufactory and of himself to help develop 
what would now be considered a ‘brand’.  The argument draws heavily on 
archival research into the commissioning process, authorship and reception of 
these depictions.  Such information is rarely available when studying prints 
and allows consideration of these images in a new light but also contributes to 
a wider debate on British eighteenth-century print culture.  The first chapter 
argues that Boulton used images to convey messages about the output of his 
businesses, to draw together a diverse range of products and associate them 
with one site.  Chapter two explores the setting of the manufactory and the 
surrounding estate, outlining Boulton’s motivation for creating the parkland 
and considering the ways in which it was depicted.  The third chapter looks at 
a period of reinforcement of the identity of Soho, exploring the ways in which 
images were placed and altered in order to convey specific messages to 
particular audiences.  Chapter four examines printed portraits of Boulton and 
argues that images of Boulton himself also came to stand for his factory and 
his products.    
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For 
 

Chris and Derek Loggie 
 
 
 



Acknowledgements 
 
Thanks must go to the Arts and Humanities Research Council for developing 
the Collaborative Doctoral Awards which provided such an exciting 
opportunity to return to academic study after some years working in 
museums, and for funding this particular project. 
 
Many people have helped with this thesis over a period of years; some are 
named in footnotes at relevant points while others have helped throughout 
and deserve particular mention.  Shena Mason has read mountains of text, 
discussed many points and been extremely kind with references and ideas.  
George Demidowicz has generously shared the results of years of work and 
answered some incredibly specific questions which only he could have dealt 
with.  Others have helped in many ways, for which I thank them: Richard 
Albutt, Jim Andrew, John Babbage, Phillada Ballard, Sally Baggot, Lucy 
Blakeman, Maxine Berg, Jo-Ann Curtis, Malcolm Dick, Chris Evans, Barbara 
Fogarty, Sir Nicholas Goodison, Antony Griffiths, Ian Grosvenor, Kate Iles, 
Nick Kingsley, Jane McArdle, Rita McLean, Nick Molyneux, Lucy Peltz, 
Stephen Price, Ken Quickenden, Sian Roberts, Tessa Sidey, Paul Spencer-
Longhurst, David Symons, Fiona Tait, Jenny Uglow, Ruth Watts, Glennys 
Wild, Stephen Wildman, the descendants of Matthew Boulton and of John 
Phillp.  Sue Tungate, Laura McCulloch and Connie Wan have shared the new 
and exciting route of the collaborative PhD.  Thanks also to Melanie 
Bermingham, Joelle Harris, Barbara Mullarkey, Pearl Mulholland, Graham 
Passey, Deb Walker and Malcolm Loggie for keeping me sane when I was 
doing too much thinking. 
 
Staff at many libraries and archives have been tremendously helpful including 
the William Salt Library, the Heinz Archive at the National Portrait Gallery, the 
British Library and the Print Room at the British Museum.  Special mention 
must go to the archivists at Birmingham Archives and Heritage, past and 
present, who have carried enormous volumes and helped find obscure 
sources while remaining cheerful and helpful throughout.  Fiona Tait, Adam 
Green and Tim Procter undertook the Heritage Lottery Funded cataloguing of 
the three main collections known collectively as the Archives of Soho and 
were tremendously helpful in finding new material and making more sense of 
old. 
 
Staff and students of the Department of Art History at the University of 
Birmingham have been endlessly patient with someone who was convinced 
they were not an art historian.  Particular thanks must, of course, go to my 
supervisors; Victoria Osborne has been generous, helpful and patient, 
Professor Peter Jones, although less able to be directly involved, provided 
some key ideas and sources.  Dr Richard Clay has been encouraging, 
enthusiastic and supportive; I could not have asked for better supervision. 
 
 
 



Contents 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction            1 
 
 
 
Chapter one Developing a Brand Identity 1760-1793    29 
 
 The early business        29 
 
 The site at Soho and the Principal Building    35 
 
 ‘A seminary of artists’: drawing and design at Soho   49 
 
 ‘Emerging from obscurity’: marketing Soho    56 
 
 Earliest representations of Soho      69 
 
 Boulton & Fothergill Située a Soho prés de Birmingham  76 
 
 Swinney’s Directory        86 
 
 The Insurance Society Poster      93 
 
 Conclusion                     98 
 
 
 
Chapter two The Soho Estate               101 
 
 Setting out the park                102 
 
 Sketches and watercolours of Soho             111 
 
 Influences and inspiration               125 
 
 Conclusion                 137 
 
 
 
Chapter three   Reinforcing the Brand Identity 1797-1802               140 
 
 Printed text and printed image              142 
 
 The Monthly Magazine               146 
 



 The Copper-Plate Magazine              157 
 
 Bisset’s Directories                162 
 
 Stebbing Shaw’s History of Staffordshire             173 
 
 The Illuminations                182 
 
 Absences                 185 
 
 Conclusion                 191 
 
 
 
Chapter four  Depicting an Industrialist 1801-1809            197 
 
 Matthew Boulton by S.W. Reynolds              201 

after C.F. von Breda, 1796 
 
 Matthew Boulton by William Sharp             209 

after Sir William Beechey, 1801 
 
 Magazine and book illustrations              237 
 

Conclusion                 243 
 

 
 
Conclusion                 250 
 
Catalogue                 258 
  
Appendix One Descriptions accompanying images           340 
 
Appendix Two Directory description of Soho without image           368 
 
Bibliography                 372 
 
Illustrations         following p.395 

 
 
 



 
List of illustrations 
 
 
Illustrations are not included in the online version of this thesis for copyright 
reasons.  They can be consulted in the hard copies at the University of 
Birmingham and Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery.  Many of the images 
can be found online at www.digitalhandsworth.org.uk/ , 
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/ and http://www.staffspasttrack.org.uk/   Most have 
also been published in Phillada Ballard, Val Loggie and Shena Mason, A Lost 
Landscape: Matthew Boulton’s Gardens at Soho, Chichester, 2009 and 
Shena Mason (ed.), Matthew Boulton: selling what all the world desires, 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery exhibition catalogue, New Haven and 
London, 2009. 
 
 
 

1. Samuel Bradford, A Plan of Birmingham, 1751, extract showing Snow 
Hill where Boulton senior’s workshops were located, Birmingham 
Archives and Heritage (BAH). 

 
2. Sir Benjamin Stone, Soho Manufactory in 1863, photograph, BAH. 
 
3. Matthew Boulton’s Soho House, Manufactory and Mint c.1805., extract 

showing layout of manufactory.  Artwork by Bremner and Orr based on 
research and drawing by George Demidowicz. 

 
4. Unknown artist, Derby Silk Mill, from The Copper Plate Magazine. 
 
5. Stebbing Shaw, Josiah Wedgwood’s Etruria, 1769, watercolour, 

Staffordshire Views Collection, William Salt Library (SV). 
 
6. Unknown artist, engr. Pallent, Albion Mill, from The European 

Magazine.  
 
7. Unknown photographer, Matthew Boulton’s Livery Street warehouse, 

1787-8, photograph taken in 1932.  From Transactions and 
Proceedings Birmingham Archaeological Society, Vol. LVI, 1932. 

 
8. Unknown artist, BATIMENT VÛ PAR DEVANT and BATIMENT VÛ 

PAR DERRIERE, etching, c.1769, BAH.  Catalogue 1. 
 
9. Francis Eginton, Boulton & Fothergill Située a Soho prés de 

Birmingham, aquatint and etching, 1773, SV. 
 
10.  Unknown artist, A Perspective View of Soho Manufactory near 

Birmingham, from Swinney’s New Birmingham Directory, 1774, 
etching, BAH. Catalogue 2. 

 

http://www.digitalhandsworth.org.uk/
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/
http://www.staffspasttrack.org.uk/


11.  Unknown artist, frontispiece to Pye’s Birmingham Directory, line and 
stipple engraving, 1791, BAH. 

 
12.  Unknown artist, Soho Insurance Society, full poster with rules, etching 

and engraving, 1792, Birmingham Assay Office. Catalogue 3. 
 
13.  Unknown artist, Soho Insurance Society, image only, etching and 

engraving, 1792, BAH. Catalogue 3. 
 
14.  Unknown artist, Soho Insurance Society, detail showing misalignment 

of text and image, etching and engraving, 1792, Birmingham Assay 
Office. Catalogue 3. 

 
15.  Conjectural plan of Soho estate in 1794 based on research and 

drawing by Phillada Ballard. 
 
16.  Conjectural plan of Soho estate in 1809 based on research and 

drawing by Phillada Ballard. 
 
17.  Unknown photographer, Soho House in 1863, BAH. 
 
18.  Morris after Joseph Barber, Soho from the 1796 edition of The Tablet, 

etching, 1795, BAH. Catalogue 4. 
 
19.  John Phillp with Amos Green, Soho Manufactory, pen, ink, pencil and 

crayon, c.1797-8, Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery (BMAG). 
Catalogue 24.  

 
20.  Unknown artist, Soho Manufactory, watercolour, c.1797, SV. 
 
21.  Unknown artist, The Principal Building at Soho, watercolour, c.1797, 

SV. 
 
22.  Unknown artist, Soho House, watercolour, c.1796-8, SV. 
 
23.  Unknown artist, Plan and section of Soho Manufactory showing routes 

taken by robbers, pen and wash, 1801, BAH. Catalogue 12. 
 
24. Unknown artist, View of the Front of SOHO MANUFACTORY, pen and 

wash, 1801, BAH. Catalogue 13. 
 
25.  Unknown artist, View of BROOK ROW & the back of the 

MANUFACTORY, pen and wash, 1801, BAH. Catalogue 14. 
 
26. Unknown artist, The SOHO MANUFACTORY near BIRMINGHAM 

belonging to Messrs Boulton & Watt from The Monthly Magazine, line 
engraving, 1797, BMAG. Catalogue 6. 

 
27.  Unknown artist, engr. John Walker, SOHO, Staffordshire from The 

Copper Plate Magazine, line engraving, 1798, BMAG. Catalogue 7. 



 
28.  Pye after Joseph Barber, Frontispiece of Pye’s Birmingham Directory, 

line and stipple engraving, 1797, BAH. 
 
29.  Francis Eginton junior, SOHO MANUFACTORY under the Annex’d 

Firms from Bisset’s Directory, line and stipple engraving, 1800, BMAG. 
Catalogue 8. 

 
30. Francis Eginton junior, Bankers and Adjacent to Birmingham from 

Bisset’s Directory, line and stipple engraving, 1800 showing Soho 
House, bottom right, BMAG. Catalogue 9. 

 
31.  Hancock, Myles Swinney’s Type Foundry from Bisset’s Directory, line 

and stipple engraving, 1800, BMAG. 
 
32.  Francis Eginton junior N.E. View of Soho Manufactory by from Shaw’s 

History of Staffordshire, etching and engraving with aquatint and hand 
colouring, 1801, BMAG. Catalogue 10. 

 
33. Francis Eginton junior, S.W. View of Soho from Shaw’s History of 

Staffordshire, etching and engraving with aquatint and hand colouring, 
1801, BMAG. Catalogue 11. 

 
34.  Unknown artist, View of Mr Boulton’s Manufactory as illuminated at the 

Peace of 1802, pen and ink with wash, BAH. Catalogue 16. 
 
35.  Printed account of illuminations at Soho, 1814, BAH, Catalogue 17. 
 
36.  J.S.C. Schaak, Matthew Boulton, oil on canvas, 1770, BMAG. 
 
37.  C.F. von Breda, Matthew Boulton, oil on canvas, 1792, BMAG. 
 
38.  S.W. Reynolds after C.F. von Breda, Matthew Boulton Esqr., 

mezzotint, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 5. 
 
39.  Sir Joshua Reynolds, Dr John Ash, oil on canvas, 1788, BMAG. 
 
40.  Sir William Beechey, Matthew Boulton, oil on canvas, 1798, BMAG. 
 
41.  William Sharp after Sir William Beechey, Matthew Boulton F.R.S. & 

F.S.A., line engraving and etching, 1801, BMAG. Catalogue 15. 
 
42.  Ridley after Sir William Beechey, Matthew Boulton Esqr. F.R.S., from 

The European Magazine, line and stipple engraving, 1809, BAH. 
 
43.  Francis Eginton junior, Matthew Boulton Esqr., line and stipple 

engraving, from Memoirs of Matthew Boulton , Esq. F.R.S. Late of 
Soho, Handsworth, Staffordshire, Birmingham, 1809, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 

 



44.  L.F. Abbott, Matthew Boulton, oil on canvas, 1797-1801, BMAG. 
 
45.  Matthew Boulton’s monument at St. Mary's, Handsworth and a gilt 

example of a memorial medal for Boulton, c.1809-10. 
 
46.  T. Radclyffe after Calvert, Soho from the Nineveh Road, from William 

West, Picturesque Views, and Descriptions [...] in Staffordshire and 
Shropshire, steel engraving, 1830, BAH. 

 
47.  Unknown artist, Soho Manufactory from the rear, from The Penny 

Magazine, 5 September 1835, wood engraving, BAH. 
 
48.  Unknown artist, engr. John Walker, SOHO, Staffordshire from The 

Itinerant, line engraving printed in colour, 1799, SV. Catalogue 7.  
 
49.  John Phillp, MATTHEW BOULTON after van Waeyenberghe, pen and 

ink, 1801, BMAG. Catalogue 18. 
 
50.  John Phillp, View of Manufactory from Hockley Pool, watercolour, 

1796, BMAG. Catalogue 19. 
 
51.  John Phillp, View from close to Soho House, watercolour, 1796, 

BMAG.  Catalogue 20. 
 
52.  John Phillp, View of the Soho Manufactory taken from Birmingham 

Heath, pen and ink, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 21. 
 
53.  John Phillp, Hockley Pool with boathouse and Soho Manufactory, pen 

and ink with ink wash, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 22. 
 
54.  John Phillp, View of the Soho Manufactory, taken on the Spot, pen 

and ink, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 23. 
 
55.  Photocopy of sketch of Rolling Mill Row by John Phillp, location of 

original now unknown. 
 
56.  John Phillp, Design for medal showing the Principal Building, pen and 

ink, c.1797, BMAG. Catalogue 25. 
 
57. Francis Eginton with later reworking by another hand, Mr Boulton's 

Manufactory at SOHO near BIRMINGHAM, aquatint and etching, 1773 
and c.1797, BMAG. Catalogue 26. 

 
58.  John Phillp, Distant view of Soho House, watercolour, 1796, BMAG. 

Catalogue 27. 
 
59.  John Phillp, Hockley Pool with Soho House in the distance, 

watercolour, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 28. 
 



60.  John Phillp, Sketch of Soho House taken from Birmingham Heath, pen 
and ink with ink wash, 1799, BMAG. Catalogue 29. 

 
61.  John Phillp, Temple of Flora, ink and watercolour, 1794, BMAG. 

Catalogue 30. 
 
62.  John Phillp, Temple of Flora and Shell Pool, pen and ink, n.d., BMAG. 

Catalogue 31. 
 
63.  John Phillp, View across Hockley Pool to Temple of Flora and 

Cascade building, pen and ink, n.d., BMAG. Catalogue 32. 
 
64.  John Phillp, Hermitage, pen and ink, 1795, BMAG. Catalogue 33. 
 
65.  John Phillp, Hermitage in snow, pen and ink and watercolour, n.d., 

BMAG. Catalogue 34. 
 
66.  John Phillp, Interior of Hermitage, ink and watercolour, 1799, BMAG.  

Catalogue 35. 
 
67.  John Phillp, Soho House Stables, pen and ink, 1799, BMAG. 

Catalogue 36. 
 
68.  John Phillp, Scale elevation of octagonal building, probably the 

observatory, pen and ink, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 37. 
 
69.  John Phillp, Interior of garden building with views from windows, 

watercolour, 1799, BMAG. Catalogue 38. 
 
70.  John Phillp, Measured drawing of a sphinx by John Phillp, pen and ink, 

1796, BMAG. Catalogue 39. 
 
71.  John Phillp, Measured drawing of a Garden Vase, 1795, pen and ink 

with ink wash, BMAG. Catalogue 40. 
 
72.  C.E. Phillp, Loose overlay for section of the above vase, pen and ink 

with ink wash, 1854, BMAG. Catalogue 41. 
 
73.  John Phillp, Scale elevation of a voussoired boathouse entrance, pen, 

ink and watercolour, n.d., BMAG.  Catalogue 42. 
 
74.  John Phillp, Boat on Hockley Pool, pen and ink, 1796, BMAG, 

Catalogue 43. 
 
75.  John Phillp, Soho House lawn and parkland with sheep netting, pen 

and ink, 1801, BMAG.  Catalogue 44. 
 
76.  John Phillp, Thornhill House, watercolour, 1796, BMAG. Catalogue 45. 
 



77.  John Phillp, View across Hockley Pool, c.1802, pencil, BMAG.  
Catalogue 46. 

 
78.  John Phillp, View of Hockley Pool, Birmingham Heath and part of 

Birmingham, pen and ink over pencil, 1798, BMAG.  Catalogue 47. 
 
79.  John Phillp, Verses on Soho, pen and ink with colour wash, 1798, 

BMAG.  Catalogue 48. 
 
 
List of tables 
 

1. Intended distribution of Sharp’s print of Matthew Boulton after Sir 
William Beechey, 1801.       following p.218 



Appendices 
 
Appendix One   Descriptions of Soho and Boulton accompanying images 
 

1.1 The New Birmingham Directory, and Gentleman and Tradesman’s 
Compleat Memorandum Book, 1773. 

 
1.2 The Monthly Magazine and British Register, No.XVII Vol.III, May 1797. 
 
1.3 The Copper-Plate Magazine, or, Monthly Cabinet of Picturesque 

Prints, 1798. 
 
1.4 Bisset’s Magnificent Directory, 1800. 
 
1.5 Stebbing Shaw’s The History and Antiquities of Staffordshire, Volume 

II, Part I, 1801. 
 
1.6 Trompe l’oeil page with Verses on Soho, 1798, image by John Phillp, 

author of poem unknown. 
 
1.7 Public Characters of 1800-1801, 1801. 
 
1.8 Inscription on Boulton’s memorial, St Mary’s, Handsworth 
 

 
Appendix Two  Directory Entries on Soho  
 

2.1 Description from The Birmingham Directory: or a Merchant and 
Tradesman’s Useful Companion […] Printed and sold by Pearson and 
Rollason, 1777 and 1780 editions. 

 



Abbreviations 
 
 
 
BAH  Birmingham Archives and Heritage 
 
BBTI  British Book Trade Index  www.bbti.bham.ac.uk/ 
 
BL  British Library 
 
BM  British Museum 
 
BMAG  Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery 
 
Ktop  King’s Topographical Collection, British Library 
 
GtoP&F Guide to Persons and Firms, Archives of Soho Catalogue 
 
JF   John Fothergill 
 
JWj  James Watt junior 
 
MB  Matthew Boulton 
 
MRB  Matthew Robinson Boulton 
 
n.d.  no date 
 
NPG  National Portrait Gallery 
 
SMS  William Salt Collection, William Salt Library, Stafford 
 
SV  Staffordshire Views Collection, William Salt Library, Stafford 
 
WSL  William Salt Library, Stafford 

http://bbti.bham.ac.uk/


INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

This thesis will examine works on paper depicting Matthew Boulton, his 

manufactory and estate, produced during his lifetime and immediately after his 

death.1  Boulton (1728-1809) was an industrialist and entrepreneur, probably 

best known for his steam engine partnership with James Watt (1736-1819).  

Boulton inherited a ‘toy’ business from his father and built it up into a number 

of separate enterprises producing a wide range of goods, mostly based at the 

Soho Manufactory in Handsworth, near Birmingham.2  The works studied are 

sketches, watercolours and printed material.  Associated archives will be used 

to consider the reasons for the production of those images, their intended and 

other audiences, what messages they were expected to convey, their 

distribution and reception.  The original setting of the works will be considered 

as many have been separated from the books or magazines in which they 

were situated.  The thesis will argue that the production, distribution and 

placing of the material studied was controlled by Boulton and used to convey 

messages about himself and his businesses.  They were used to connote a 

wide range of goods, to impress upon viewers that the objects produced at 

Soho were the output of one man’s enterprise, to develop what we would now 

refer to as a brand identity.3 

                                            
1 Other such images were produced later but these are outside the scope of this work and 
many of them were derived from the earlier views.  There are a number of loose pages in 
BMAG collections which have clearly been removed from books printed after Boulton’s 
lifetime such as Samuel Smiles’ Lives of Boulton and Watt, London, 1865.   No attempt has 
been made to locate the source of these images as they are clearly derivative of others 
considered in the thesis. 
2 Toys were small metal goods such as buttons and buckles. 
3 I am aware that the use of the terms brand identity and brand could be problematic but 
others have related them to Boulton, see for example Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in 
Eighteenth-century Britain, Oxford, 2005.  Throughout this thesis I take them to refer to ‘a set 
of attributes designed to distinguish a particular firm, product or line, with the intention of 

     1



 

Most of the images studied in this thesis form part of the collections of 

Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery (BMAG), a local authority museum 

service.  For many years BMAG have had a collecting policy which has 

sought to acquire objects associated with Boulton which have helped with the 

interpretation and display of Soho House, Boulton’s former home, now part of 

the museum service.  The major source for primary documentary research 

has been the Archives of Soho, a vast collection of material relating to the 

business and private lives of Matthew Boulton and James Watt, his partner in 

the steam engine business.  These are held by Birmingham Archives and 

Heritage (BAH) and housed in Birmingham Central Library.4  Most of the 

material cited for this thesis is from the Matthew Boulton papers (MS3782), 

but the James Watt Papers (MS3219) and Boulton and Watt Collection 

(MS3147) are also drawn upon.5  Some images from the archive have been 

included in the catalogue section of this thesis.6  Other museums and 

archives also hold associated material which has been considered in the 

discursive section of the thesis but not in the catalogue.  Particularly relevant 

material is to be found in the British Museum and the William Salt Library at 

tafford. 

                                                                                                                            

S

 
promoting awareness and loyalty on the part of consumers.’ Oxford OED online, draft 
additions December 2004, ‘brand identity’.  In using this term I recognise that this was not a 
meaning that would be understood by Boulton, that the meaning has changed over time.  I 
have chosen to use it as there is no appropriate eighteenth century term available. 
4 The three collections fill about one hundred and seven metres of shelving.  Fiona Tait, ‘How 
do we know what we know? The Archives of Soho’ in Mason (ed.) Matthew Boulton: Selling 
what all the world desires, New Haven and London, 2009, pp.109-115. 
5 All three collections were the subject of a Heritage Lottery Funded project, the Archives of 
Soho (1998-2003) which saw the development of catalogues and the renumbering of many 
items.  Works referring to these collections written before 2003 use old style MBP, JWP and 
B&W references.  The MBP were occasionally referred to as the Great Tew MSS when they 
were still in the hands of the Boulton family at Great Tew.  Later they were sometimes known 
as AOLB (Assay Office Library Birmingham) and AOMSS (Assay Office Manuscripts). 
6 Catalogue 1, 2, 4, 12-14, 16-17. 
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Writers and scholars have conducted research using the material now in the 

Archives of Soho for well over a hundred years.  A biography of Boulton and 

Watt was produced by Samuel Smiles to conclude his Lives of the Engin

series in 1865 which was ‘principally from the original Soho Mss’.

eers 

, 

o 

f 

 

 

oulton 

 

ferences which means it can be difficult to trace their original sources. 

e 

n have 

7  The 

material he worked from was then mainly in the hands of Boulton’s grandson

Matthew Piers Watt Boulton, but now forms the part of the Archives of Soh

known as the Matthew Boulton Papers (MS3782).  The only biography o

Boulton alone was written by H.W. Dickinson in 1936; he had written a 

biography of Watt on the bicentenary of his birth, and felt that Watt had too

long overshadowed Boulton.8  Dickinson drew on the same papers which

were by then at Birmingham Assay Office.  Smiles also used material at 

Doldowlod, now the James Watt Papers (MS3219) and Dickinson, the B

and Watt Collection (MS3147).  While both men used their prefaces to

emphasise the validity of their archival research, neither provided full 

re

 

More recently, the breadth of Boulton’s interests and the volume of archival 

material available has meant that he is considered too large a subject for on

author.   Many different researchers have worked on various aspects of his 

business and private life; Nicholas Goodison and Kenneth Quickende

undertaken extensive work on his ormolu and on silver and Sheffield 

                                            
7 Samuel Smiles, Lives of Boulton and Watt, London, 1865, frontispiece and preface.  
8 H.W. Dickinson, Matthew Boulton, Cambridge, 1936, republished, Leamington Spa, 1999; 
H.W. Dickinson James Watt, Craftsman and Engineer, Cambridge, 1935. 
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Platedwares respectively.9  Others have focussed on various aspects of his 

numismatic enterprises: David Vice, Richard Doty and George Selgin have 

produced full length studies and there are many specialist numismatic pape

and publications by other authors.

rs 

.  

Eric 

oll considered the engine partnership from a business perspective.12  

s 

s at 

10  Jennifer Tann has written widely and 

authoritatively with a particular interest in the development of the factory and 

the steam engine business.11  She also contributed the DNB entry on Boulton

Others have worked on the technical aspects of the steam engine while 

R

 

The comprehensive archival material pertaining to Boulton and his 

manufactory made possible a co-ordinated programme of research, 

exhibitions and publications, of which this thesis forms part, to celebrate the 

bicentenary of Boulton’s death in 2009.  A series of AHRC-funded workshop

and an international conference brought a wide variety of scholars together 

allowing much discussion and debate.  The present author gave paper

one of the workshop sessions and the conference.13  Two volumes of 

collected essays by various authors were published which aimed to cover 

many aspects of his life and work, one a catalogue to accompany a major 

                                            
9 Nicholas Goodison, Matthew Boulton: Ormolu, London, 2002; Kenneth Quickenden, Boulton 

oming; 
, 

ginnings of modern 
n and J.P. Droz’, 

rad 

0. 

ce 

 on chapter four of this thesis. 

and Fothergill Silver, PhD thesis, Westfield College, 1990; Kenneth Quickenden, Boulton 
Silver and Sheffield Plate: Seven essays by Kenneth Quickenden, London, 2009. Both 
authors have also published numerous papers. 
10 David Vice, A Numismatic History of Soho Manufactory and Mint 1772-1850, forthc
Richard Doty, The Soho Mint & The Industrialisation of Money, London, 1998; George Selgin
Good Money: Birmingham button makers, the Royal Mint, and the be
coinage, 1775-1821, Michigan, 2008; J.G. Pollard, ‘Matthew Boulto
Numismatic Chronicle, vol.8, 1968, pp.241-265; J.G. Pollard, ‘Matthew Boulton and Con
Heinrich Kűchler’, Numismatic Chronicle, vol.10, 1970, pp.260-318. 
11 Jennifer Tann, The Development of the Factory, London, 197
12 Eric Roll, An Early Experiment in Industrial Organisation being a history of the firm of 
Boulton and Watt 1775-1805, London, 1930.  Dickinson, Farey, Jim Andrew and Lauren
Ince are among those who have considered the steam engine. 
13 The conference paper on print portraits of Boulton was based
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exhibition at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery.14  They greatly added to 

the published material on Boulton, but have also highlighted the potent

continued scholarship for many years. The present author contributed 

catalogue entries, an essay on portraits of Boulton which informed the work 

on prints of Boulton in chapter four, and an essay on views of the manuf

which picked up threads from throughout this thesis.

ial for 

actory 

ity 

gue entry for a view of Soho was 

ritten for this by the present author.16 

t looked at 

 its 

ptions 

customer and the industrial spy.18  The Lunar Society, an informal group of 

15  An exhibition of 

Boulton’s numismatic output took place at the Barber Institute, the Univers

of Birmingham and an uncredited catalo

w

 

Some researchers have studied more than one line of business, bu

specific aspects, for example, George Demidowicz at the physical 

development of the site and the generation of power, and J.E. Cule at 

financial records of the businesses.17   Peter Jones has placed Soho within

West Midlands setting, focussing particularly on the knowledge economy, 

science and technology.  His work has drawn extensively on the descri

of Soho made by those visiting the site, both the fashionable potential 

                                            
14 Shena Mason (ed.), Matthew Boulton: selling what all the world desires, Birmingham 
Museum and Art Gallery exhibition catalogue, New Haven and London, 2009; Malcolm Dick 
(ed.) Matthew Boulton: A Revolutionary Player, Studley, 2009. 
15 Val Loggie ‘Portraits of Matthew Boulton’ in Dick, 2009 pp.63-76; Val Loggie ‘Picturing
Soho: Images of Matthew Boulton’s Soho Manufactory’ in Mason, 2009 pp.22-30. 
16 This has been acknowledged in writing by the editors as a sub-editing error.  Richard Cla
and Sue Tungate, Matthew Boulton and the Art of Making Money, Studley, 200

 

y 
9, p.58. 

 

 of 

ho 

17 George Demidowicz, The Soho Industrial Buildings: Manufactory, Mint and Foundry,
forthcoming; George Demidowicz, ‘’Power at the Soho Manufactory and Mint’ in Dick (ed.), 
2009, pp.116-131; J.E. Cule, ‘Finance and Industry in the Eighteenth Century: the Firm
Boulton and Watt’, Economic History, Vol. IV, No.15, Feb. 1940, pp.219-225. 
18 Peter Jones, ‘ ‘I had L[ord]ds and Ladys to wait on yesterday...’ Visitors to the Soho 
Manufactory’, in Mason (ed.) 2009; Peter Jones, ‘Birmingham and the West Midlands in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries’ in Dick (ed.), 2009 pp.13-29; Peter Jones, 
Industrial Enlightenment: Science, technology and culture in the West Midlands 1760-1820, 
Manchester, 2008; Peter Jones, ‘Industrial Enlightenment in Practice. Visitors to the So
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which Boulton was an original member, was written about by Robert Schofield 

in the 1960s and recently has been brought to more widespread attention by 

Jenny Uglow.19  Boulton’s marketing practice has been considered by Eric 

Robinson while other writers have looked at the marketing of individual 

aspects of the businesses.20  Wider literature on consumption and marketing 

has also focused on Boulton.21  It had long been suggested that the 

development of a recognisable brand was a nineteenth-century phenomenon, 

but Koehn’s work on the potter Josiah Wedgwood (1735-1795), Duguid on 

alcohol, and Evans and Rydén on Swedish iron have drawn attention to 

earlier examples.22  Styles suggests that the furniture-maker Chippendale’s 

The Gentleman and Cabinet Maker’s Director (1754) was intended as much 

as an advertisement for his business as a source of designs for other cabinet-

makers.23  This thesis will argue that Boulton, a contemporary and associate 

of Wedgwood, also sought to create a brand, albeit avant la lettre, for his 

diverse range of goods and that the use of visual images was an integral part 

                                                                                                                             
Manufactory, 1765-1820’, Midland History Vol. 33, No.1, Spring 2008, pp.68-96; Peter Jones, 
‘Matthew Boulton’s ‘Enchanted Castle’: Visions of Enlightenment in the English Midlands 
c.1765-1800 in Mortier (ed.) Visualisation, Bermin, 1999.   Peter M. Jones ‘Matthew Boulton 
and his Networks: the Archives of Soho in Birmingham’ Paper for Twelfth International 
Enlightenment Congress: Knowledge, Techniques and Cultures in the Eighteenth Century 
(Montpellier, 8-15 July 2007). 
19 R.E. Schofield, The Lunar Society of Birmingham: A Social History of Provincial Science 
and Industry in Eighteenth-Century England, Oxford 1963; R.E. Schofield, ‘The Industrial 
Orientation of Science in the Lunar Society of Birmingham’, Isis, vol.48, 1957 pp.408-15; 
Jenny Uglow, The Lunar Men, London, 2002. 
20 Eric Robinson, ‘Eighteenth-Century Commerce and Fashion: Matthew Boulton’s Marketing 
Techniques’, The Economic History Review New Series, Vol.16, No. 1 (1963) pp.39-60; 
Goodison, 2002; Kenneth Quickenden and Arthur J. Krover ‘Did Boulton Sell Silver Plate to 
the Middle Class?  A Quantitative Study of Luxury Marketing in Late Eighteenth-Century 
Britain’, Journal of Macromarketing, Vol.27 No. 1 March 2007, pp.51-64., 
21 For example John Styles, ‘Manufacturing, consumption and design in eighteenth-century 
England’ in Brewer and Porter (eds.) Consumption and the World of Goods,London and New 
York, 1993; Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth-century Britain, Oxford, 2005. 
22 Nancy F. Koehn, Brand New: How Entrepreneurs Earned Consumers’ Trust from 
Wedgwood to Dell, Boston, 2001; Paul Duguid, ‘Developing the Brand: The Case of Alcohol, 
1800-1880’, Enterprise & Society Vol.4 No.3, 2003, pp.405-441; Chris Evans and Göran 
Rydén ‘Iron marks as early brand names: Swedish iron in the Atlantic Market during the 
Eighteenth Century’, Paper at XIV International Economic History Congress, Helsinki 2006. 
23 Styles, 1993, pp.527-54, p.542. 
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of this approach.  The two men were friends and colleagues; they co-operated

in marketing initiatives, jointly produced objects, and learnt from each other

sites, practices and products.

 

’s 

 

 him and set him of doing them himself, or employing his friend 

arbett.’25   

d 

 

f 

ilers 

                                           

24  But there was always a certain amount of 

caution on Wedgwood’s part.  In 1767 Boulton had announced that ‘I almost 

wish to be a potter’ and Wedgwood remained wary of Boulton’s exuberance 

and tendency to experiment, recognising that he could be a significant rival.  

Wedgwood was ever conscious that refusing to participate in Boulton’s plans

could ‘affront

G

 

Men like Boulton and Wedgwood had to demonstrate their understanding an

adoption of taste through their products, buildings, showrooms, homes and

estates.  As will be shown in chapters one and three, Boulton and James 

Bisset also fought against preconceived ideas of Birmingham, seeking to 

show it as a centre of taste and high-quality products.  The possession o

taste and the financial means to demonstrate it had not previously been 

associated with manufacturers; it had been linked to landed wealth, learnt 

from the Grand Tour, from books and archaeology.26  Growing numbers of 

consumer goods allowed manufacturers like Boulton to expand and reta

to ‘develop definable retailing identities’ by stocking particular goods.27  

Printed material was part of this consumption; books, magazines and prints 
 

24 Nicholas Goodison, ‘‘I almost wish to be a potter’: Matthew Boulton’s relationship with 
Josiah Wedgwood’ in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.141. 
25 Wedgwood to Bentley, 21 November 1768, Goodison in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.136. 
26 Nicola J. Watson and Linda Walsh, From Enlightenment to Romanticism c.1780-1830: The 
Exotic and the Oriental, 2004, Milton Keynes p.106; David Watkin, English Architecture, 
London, 1979, p.124. 
27 Matthew Craske, ‘Plan and Control: Design and the Competitive Spirit in Early and Mid-
Eighteenth-Century England’, Journal of Design History, Vol.12, No.3, 1999, p.195; Maxine 
Berg and Helen Clifford, ‘Selling Consumption in the Eighteenth Century: Advertising and the 
Trade Card in Britain and France’, Cultural and Social History, Vol.4, Issue 2, 2007, p.145. 
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were important methods of disseminating information on fashion and tast

but they also became objects of consumption themselves.

e, 

e 

 

  

he used such images to 

romote his manufactory and the whole Soho output. 

 public 

uld 

.  

obtained enormous satisfaction from selling luxury goods on the continent, 

                                           

28  There was 

increasing demand to see and own works of art and print collecting becam

very fashionable.  Portfolio collections of high quality prints were kept by 

serious art connoisseurs, but as prints became more readily available they 

were also placed on the walls of middle rank houses.29  Boulton, Watt and 

their circle had such framed prints on their walls, and it is likely Boulton had a

portfolio collection as well as using prints as source material for products.30

Boulton was very much aware of this expansion of print material and this 

thesis demonstrates how he went about ensuring that 

p

 

At the same time patriotism, nationalism and competition with France 

developed as significant discourses in Britain that drove the improvement of 

design and the growth of factories such as Boulton’s.  The increase of

demand for designed luxury objects was seen as a threat to national 

independence which resulted in a mid eighteenth-century drive to improve 

design and reduce reliance on importing such goods from Europe.  This wo

enable the use of British raw materials and improve the balance of trade

Entrepreneurs like Boulton, Wedgwood and the print publisher Boydell 

 
28 See p.142. 
29 Stana Nenadic, ‘Print Collecting and Popular Culture in Eighteenth-Century Scotland, 
History Vol.82, Issue 26, 1997, p.209. 
30 BAH3219/4/238 Inventory of furniture and Furnishings at Heathfield, 1791-2; ‘Obituary – Mr 
James Bisset’, The Gentleman’s Magazine, Supplement to Vol.CII, Part II, 1832, p.648. 
BAH3782/6/192/28 Bill, Executors of Samuel Aris 1772-1775. 

     8



those which would previously have been imported.  Later biographical 

dictionary entries particularly emphasised this achievement.31 

 

Weatherill, Styles, Craske and Clifford have sought to move the debate 

beyond Boulton and Wedgwood, to argue that their approaches to marketing, 

design and production were less of a dramatic shift than has sometimes been 

suggested and were, in fact, built on earlier practices.32  It is true that the 

cases of Boulton and Wedgwood have at times been overstated; partly 

because of the volume of archival material they left which has been made 

accessible by the work of Eric Robinson and Neil McKendrick, so they have 

been drawn on repeatedly as examples by other authors.33  Throughout the 

1950s and 1960s Robinson, then of the University of Manchester, wrote 

papers on, among other areas, Boulton’s role as a patron of the arts, his 

birthplace, Boulton and Wedgwood’s roles as ‘apostles of fashion’, the 

international exchange of men and machines, the Birmingham export of 

                                            
31 Craske, 1999, pp.196-201. 
32 Weatherill’s work has directly challenged McKendrick’s suggestion that many of 
Wedgwood’s practices were innovative, Lorna Weatherill, The Pottery Trade and North 
Staffordshire 1660-1760, Manchester, 1971; Lorna Weatherill, ‘The Business of Middleman in 
the English Pottery Trade before 1780’, Business History, Vol.28, Part II, 1986, pp.51-76.  
John Styles, ‘Design for Large-Scale Production in Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Oxford Art 
Journal, Vol.11, No. 2 (1988), p.14; Styles, 1993, p.542 goes as far a questioning ‘historians’ 
obsession’ with Boulton and Wedgwood, John Styles, ‘Product Innovation in Early Modern 
London’, Past and Present, No.168 (August 2000) pp.166-7; Craske, 1999, p.188.  Helen 
Clifford argues that the large-scale manufactory rather than individual craftsman goes back 
further than is often appreciated and that subcontracting was commonplace in the London 
silver trade in the seventeenth-century.  She suggests Boulton developed John Taylor’s 
technique of bringing things together under one roof, Helen Clifford, ‘Concepts of Invention, 
Identity and Imitation in the London and Provincial Metal-working Trades, 1750-1800’, Journal 
of Design History, Vol.12, No.3, 1999, see p.30 of this thesis for Taylor. 
33 McKendrick wrote extensively on Wedgwood, Neil McKendrick, ‘Josiah Wedgwood: An 
Eighteenth-Century Entrepreneur in Salesmanship and Marketing Techniques’, The 
Economic History Review, New Series, Vol. 12, No.3,1960, pp.408-433; Neil McKendrick, 
‘Josiah Wedgwood and Factory Discipline’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 4, No 1 (1961), pp.30-
55; Neil McKendrick, ‘Josiah Wedgwood and Thomas Bentley: An Inventor-Entrepreneur 
Partnership in the Industrial Revolution’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th 
series Vol. 14 (1964), pp.1-33; Neil McKendrick, ‘Josiah Wedgwood and Cost Accounting in 
the Industrial Revolution’, EcHR, New Series Vol. 23, No 1, April 1970, pp.45-67. 
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hardware, Boulton’s marketing techniques, his parliamentary lobbying, the 

origins and lifespan of the Lunar Society, various aspects of Watt’s work, and 

the mechanical paintings business.34  Robinson himself stated in 1987 that 

though Boulton and Wedgwood have been singled out by modern 
commentators as the principal exponents of new techniques of 
salesmanship and as leaders of the fashion business in their separate 
fields, they were not the isolated figures that their own self-estimates 
tend to suggest.35 

 
It is important to be able to contextualise Boulton and Wedgwood, to 

acknowledge that they did build on the work of others, that networks were 

crucial to them, and that they were not the only people working in this way.  

But the wealth of information available on these men should not be dismissed 

as part of this reassessment.  As others have noted, the preservation of 

records is essential for the writing of business history, and this is where the 

firms of Boulton and Wedgwood have fared so much better than others.36  

Furthermore, despite the attention paid to their marketing activities in the 

                                            
34 Eric Robinson, ‘Matthew Boulton, Patron of the Arts’, Annals of Science Vol. 9 No 4 Dec 
1953, pp.368-376; Eric Robinson, ‘Matthew Boulton’s birthplace and his home at Snow Hill; a 
problem in detection’, Transactions Birmingham Archaeological Society, Vol. 75, 1957 pp.85-
9; Eric Robinson, ‘ Matthew Boulton and Josiah Wedgwood, Apostles of Fashion’ in R.P.T. 
Davenport-Hines and Jonathan Liebenau (eds.), Business in the Age of Reason, London, 
1987, pp.98-114; Eric Robinson, ‘The international exchange of men and machines, 1750-
1800: As seen in the business records of Matthew Boulton’, Business History I, 1, 1958, pp.3-
15; Eric Robinson, ‘Boulton and Fothergill, 1762-1782, and the Birmingham Export of 
Hardware’, University of Birmingham Historical Journal, VII No 1 (1959-60), pp.61-79; Eric 
Robinson, ‘Eighteenth-Century Commerce and Fashion: Matthew Boulton’s Marketing 
Techniques’, The Economic History Review New Series, Vol.16, No. 1 (1963) pp.39-60; Eric 
Robinson, ‘Matthew Boulton and the Art of Parliamentary Lobbying’, The Historical Journal, 
Vol. 7 No 2 (1964) pp.209-229, Eric Robinson, ‘The Origins and Life Span of the Lunar 
Society’, University of Birmingham Historical Journal, XI No 1 (1967), pp.5-16; Eric Robinson, 
‘James Watt, Engineer and Man of Science’ Notes and Records of the Royal Society of 
London, Vol. 24, No 2 (Apr 1970) pp.221-232; Eric Robinson, ‘An English Jacobin: James 
Watt, Junior, 1769-1848’, Cambridge Historical Journal, Vol. 11, No. 3 (1955), pp.349-355; 
Eric Robinson and Keith R. Thompson, ‘Matthew Boulton’s Mechanical Paintings’, The 
Burlington Magazine Vol. 12, No 809 Aug 1970 pp.497-507. 
35 Robinson, 1987, p.99. 
36 David Cannadine, ‘Joseph Gillott and his Family Firm: The Many Faces of 
Entrepreneurship’ in Bruland and O’Brien (eds.), From Family Firms to Corporate Capitalism, 
Oxford,1998, p.262.   
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emerging historical literature on branding, the role of printed images in such 

activities involving Boulton has not hitherto been studied. 

 

Much of the existing literature on Boulton and Soho has, unsurprisingly, given 

the volume of written material available, focussed on textual sources.  Maps, 

plans and diagrams have been analysed, as have the designs in the Soho 

pattern books, considered by Goodison, Quickenden and Snodin.37  However, 

the predominant source for much of the material outlined above has been the 

written word or the physical objects which formed the output of Soho.  Images 

of Soho Manufactory have generally been used as illustrations, a quick 

demonstration of the scale and grandeur of the enterprise without recognition 

that images are not merely illustrations; that they communicate complex 

meanings.38  The exception is George Demidowicz who has analysed them in 

great architectural detail to provide information on the buildings, the way the 

site developed and was powered.  He is the only author to have considered 

them in any depth, and has noted that the depictions of a manufactory as 

commissioned by its proud owner cannot entirely be relied upon to provide a 

totally accurate representation of the site.39  While Demidowicz has used the 

illustrations as primary source material, he has not considered in any depth 

the original context and function of these images as this is outside the scope 

                                            
37 Goodison, 2002; Quickenden, 2009; Michael Snodin, ‘Matthew Boulton’s Sheffield Plate 
Catalogues’, Apollo, July 1987, pp.25-32. 
38 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture, 
Oxford, 2005, p.1. 
39 George Demidowicz, The Soho Foundry, Smethwick, West Midlands: A Documentary and 
Archaeological Study, Report for Sandwell Borough Council and HLF, 2002; George 
Demidowicz, ‘Soho House and Soho Foundry’ in Foster, A., Pevsner Architectural Guides: 
Birmingham, New Haven and London, 2005, pp.282-8; George Demidowicz, ‘Power at the 
Soho Manufactory and Mint’ in Dick (ed.) 2009; George Demidowicz, ‘A Walking Tour of the 
Three Sohos’, in Mason (ed.), 2009; George Demidowicz, The Soho Industrial Buildings: 
Manufactory, Mint and Foundry, forthcoming. 
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of his work.  Illustrative material has also been used as a primary source in 

the study of the park in which Boulton set his house and manufactory.  Work 

by Phillada Ballard, Shena Mason and the present author has used the 

sketches and watercolours of John Phillp alongside maps and archival 

evidence to produce detailed information on the development of the estate.40 

 

While an impressive range of scholarship on Boulton is extant, significant 

aspects of his work remain to be explored.  This thesis considers some of 

those areas, drawing upon the illustrative material to a greater extent than has 

been done previously, and analysing its production, reception and 

dissemination.   Consideration is given to the role of images in Boulton’s 

marketing of his products and I argue that he was aware that his enterprise 

was so large people had difficulty grasping it; so he set out to find a way of 

drawing the various businesses and products together.  In putting forth its 

argument, this thesis draws on letters, notebooks, contemporary magazines, 

directories, visitors’ descriptions and journals, some of which were written for 

publication, for public consumption, although most were not.  It uncovers new 

material on the early development of the aquatint process in Britain and the 

practicalities behind the commissioning, production, pricing and distribution of 

prints which is of wider interest to art historians.  

 

The theoretical approaches which underpin this thesis apply in similar ways to 

most of the images and are outlined here in order to avoid repetition within the 

main text.  The work considers images of Soho and of Boulton, some of which 
                                            
40 This began with reports commissioned from Dr Ballard and was developed into Phillada 
Ballard, Val Loggie and Shena Mason, A Lost Landscape: Matthew Boulton’s Gardens at 
Soho, Chichester, 2009. 
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initially appear to be very similar, but as Janet Wolff has argued, images are 

not self-contained entities, they are the result of specific practices by particular 

groups of people, undertaken in particular conditions.  The resulting images 

‘bear the imprint of the ideas, values and conditions of existence of those 

groups.’41  They are dependent on the people who constructed them, the 

context in which that was undertaken and in which they were expected to be 

received, so there are subtle differences, even where images were produced 

by the same artist.42  This work explores the messages which Boulton and the 

others involved in the production of these images meant to convey to their 

audiences and how they did this.  However, images have meanings beyond 

those considered and intended by the authors.  Meaning is not inherent in 

images; it is the product of social interaction between image, viewers and 

context.  It is not fixed, but produced as an image is consumed by audiences, 

actively created by each viewer who will bring their own experiences to each 

reading.  Images are polysemic, often making available more meanings than 

are at first apparent to any given viewer.  They have layers of meaning, they 

reference those that preceded and surround them, and the context in which 

they are viewed.43  Interpretation often happens automatically, we apply 

learned aesthetic codes and representational conventions.44  These are not 

fixed, but shaped by networks; different people have different bodies of 

knowledge, influencing the way they interpret visual signs, so there are 

                                            
41 Janet Wolff, The Social Production of Art, London, 1981, p.49. 
42 I have continued to use the term context but note the concerns expressed in Meike Bal and 
Norman Bryson, ‘Semiotics and Art History’, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 73, No.2 (Jun. 1991) p.175. 
Sturken and Cartwright, p.47.  See for example catalogue 8 and 10. 
43 Sturken and Cartwright, p.42. 
44 Bal termed these semiotic ground.  Richard Clay, ‘Bouchardon’s statue of Louis XV; 
iconoclasm and the transformation of signs’ in Boldrick and Clays (eds.), Iconoclasm: 
contested objects, contested terms, Aldershot, 2007; Sturken and Cartwright, p.25. 
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different meanings for different people at any given time.  Yet, there are likely 

to be dominant or shared meanings among particular groups; viewers with a 

shared cultural background will tend to interpret the text in similar ways and 

Boulton used this when planning images and their accompanying text.45 

 

Learned codes and conventions change over time so that, even for an 

individual an image or an object does not have a fixed meaning.46  In 1789 

John Byng had written of Richard Arkwright’s three magnificent cotton mills 

which supported the local cottagers.47  In 1792 he recognised that there were 

different ways of considering the site, noting he wrote as a tourist, that ‘as a 

policeman, a citizen, or a statesman, I enter not the field’.  He complained of 

the destruction of the prospect, the quiet, the ‘beauty of Nature’ and every 

rural thought but did go on to admit that the mills brought wealth to Arkwright’s 

family and the country, as well as employment which reduced social 

problems.48  The understanding of a modern audience, with greater 

consumption of visual culture and a knowledge of how factories developed 

post-Soho will be very different to those of an eighteenth-century viewer.   

 

As this thesis demonstrates, the hermeneutic problem, the fact that the 

intended meanings of an image specific to a particular culture and time may 

not be understood by someone outside that setting, is a recurring issue.  

Modern viewers bring their own associations, experiences and preconceptions 

to an image and are unable to replicate those of an eighteenth-century 
                                            
45 Roy Porter, ‘Review article: Seeing the past’, Past and Present, No.118 (Feb. 1988), p.196, 
Sturken and Cartwright, p.45. 
46 Sturken and Cartwright, p.4 
47 C.B. Andrews, The Torrington Diaries, London, 1934, Vol i, p.xix. 
48 C.B. Andrews, 1934, Vol iii, p.92. 
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viewer.49  For example, at least some eighteenth-century viewers would have 

a shared understanding that the building in the background of the von Breda 

portrait (figure 37) was actually a factory, for all its use of domestic 

architectural features, simply because they knew about the manufactory and 

its role in Boulton’s life.  As noted in chapter four, modern viewers do not 

necessarily bring this knowledge with them; the image has been catalogued 

as showing Soho House in the background.50  Similarly, eighteenth-century 

viewers would have been aware of Boulton’s minting achievements and 

interpreted the disc illustrated in both the von Breda and Beechey (figure 40) 

portraits using that information, but modern writers have read it differently.51  

Recovering eighteenth-century meanings is a challenge; it is often only 

possible for us to speculate about the meanings senders hoped would be 

decoded.  Sometimes very little evidence is available.  However, the Archives 

of Soho provide remarkable depth of information to help scholars rise to the 

complex challenge of interpretation. 

 

The eighteenth-century audience cannot be homogenised; viewers come to a 

text as individuals, shaped by their own experiences, values, historical and 

cultural knowledge.  The images studied here were consciously prepared for 

consumption among different groups of viewers, and to convey particular 

meanings.  This is not to suggest that the images had an unusually wide 

circulation.  With the exception of the poster for the Soho Insurance Society 

                                            
49 Sturken and Cartwright, p.2. 
50 Stephen Deuchar, Painting, Politics & Porter: Samuel Whitbread II (1764-1815) and British 
Art, London, 1984, pp.43-4. 
51 Celina Fox, The Arts of Industry in the Age of Enlightenment, New Haven and London, 
2009, p.326 suggests it is a cameo in the von Breda and a polished sample of blue john in the 
Beechey, relating it to the mineral specimen in the dome. 
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(1792) considered in chapter one, these images would not generally have 

been seen by audiences beyond those who collected prints or read books or 

magazines.   The staff who made Boulton’s products would not have seen 

these images.  Rather I argue that Boulton used very similar views to suggest 

the scope of the businesses or his status as a gentleman by carefully 

considering the audience for each image.  This was achieved through the 

adjustment of details such as the inclusion of inscribed viewers, changes in 

title, or placement in a particular magazine or book with accompanying text.  

Some images conveyed more than one message to more than one group of 

viewers, the insurance poster (figure 12), was superficially designed simply to 

be seen by members of the society, to make the rules available.  It was also 

used to portray a more subtle message of Boulton as benevolent employer 

and Soho as a seminary of the arts.   

 

The context in which a viewer considers an image also affects the way they 

will read that image.52  This includes the physical surroundings at the time of 

viewing, which for the images discussed in this thesis could vary from looking 

at a poster while on a factory tour, to a leisurely viewing of a print collection in 

a library or reading a radical magazine in a coffee house.  Images can move 

across social arenas, producing a change in meaning, the image associated 

with the insurance society poster could be viewed by factory workers or by 

print collectors who would read it differently.53  Associated and surrounding 

material also affect interpretation: the other illustrations in a book, their subject 

                                            
52 Wolfgang Kemp, ‘The Work of Art and Its Beholder: the Methodology of the Aesthetics of 
Reception’ in Cheetham, Holley and Moxey,The Subjects of Art History: Historical Subjects in 
Contemporary Perspective Cambridge, 1998; Sturken and Cartwright, p.28 
53 Sturken and Cartwright, p.24, see catalogue 3. 
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and method of depiction, the accompanying text, and the prominence given to 

a particular image, (for example, where it sits within the hierarchy of the 

volume and whether it is mentioned on the title page, as some images of 

Soho were).54   Such variables needed to be taken into account by all those 

involved in the production of the images that I argue shared a branding 

function. 

 

Chapter three will argue that what the images do not show, (the silences or 

absences, the things that were deliberately excluded), are as significant to 

meaning as that which is visually connoted more directly.55  Factory workers 

were shown in the earliest views, but completely missing in later examples.  

The images cannot convey the noise and smell which must surely have been 

a large part of a visit to such a site; Jabez Maud Fisher wrote ‘The very air 

buzzes with the variety of noises.’56  Patty Fothergill, ‘went to Clay’s 

manufactory and I was very much delighted with it, but the smell of pasting the 

Paper together and the Polishing is beyond anything I ever smelt in my life.’57  

The smoke and dirt associated with factories are also largely missing from the 

views of Soho.  Other things are implied rather than actually depicted in the 

images, most notably the Mint which is mentioned in accompanying text but is 

never clearly visible, hidden behind the stables or trees. 

 

                                            
54 For example catalogue 2 and 8. 
55 Wolff, 1981, p.124. 
56 Kenneth Morgan (ed.), An American Quaker in the British Isles: The Travel Journals of 
Jabez Maud Fisher, 1775-1779, Oxford, 1992, p.253. 
57 Patty Fothergill’s diary, 14 Aug 1793, private collection.  She was the daughter of Boulton’s 
business partner, John Fothergill and was referring to Henry Clay’s papier-mâché works. 
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The thesis will argue that the images considered were collectively authored by 

various people exercising direct and indirect control over production.  Like the 

products of the manufactory, the images cannot be attributed to a single 

designer or maker, many hands were involved, some credited, others not.58  

The thesis will draw on the theories of Barthes and Foucault regarding 

authors, readers and collective production, seeking to move beyond using 

apparent authorship of a work as a means of classification or as the focal 

point for analysis.59  It will look to situate the authors in the ‘specific historical 

circumstances’ under which the works were produced, in order to explore the 

authors’ possible motivations and intentions.60 

 

Some of the images were signed, which at first glance simplifies the question 

of authorship.  These signatures can lead to the images being categorised in 

a particular way; catalogues, including the one attached to this thesis tend to 

organise works by artists.  However, this is an overly simplistic view, some 

images are unsigned, others are signed by the engraver while the artist of the 

drawing from which it is taken is not identified; yet others credit the original 

artist, the engraver and the publisher, the creative credit was shared.61  Those 

names carried associations and claims to distinction; for example, the naming 

of artists such as Beechey conveyed some of his status on a print, the 

engraver John Walker traded on the standing of his uncle.62  Even the 

                                            
58 Clifford, 1999, p.244. 
59 Roland Barthes, trans. Stephen Heath, Death of the Author in Image, Music, Text, London, 
1977, pp.142-8; Michel Foucault, ‘What is an author?’ in J.V. Harari, Textual Strategies: 
Perspectives in Post Structural Criticism, Ithaca, 1980, Wolff, pp.117-136. 
60 Wolff, 1981. 
61 B.E. Maidment, Reading popular prints 1790-1870, Manchester, 1990, p.3.  For instance 
catalogue 6 is unsigned, 7, 8 and 9 are signed by the engraver only, 5 and 15 identify original 
artist, engraver and publisher. 
62 Catalogue 16 and chapter four, catalogue 7 and chapter three. 
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apparently straightforward works by John Phillp, considered in chapter two, 

are not the product of a single author.  Sometimes he copied the work of other 

artists, Amos Green physically drew part of one of the images and Phillp’s 

tuition from Hollins and Barber influenced his choice of subjects and methods 

of depiction.63 

 

Boulton and others at Soho would also have exercised control over the 

images and the way the factory was portrayed.  This would have varied; for 

some images a large degree of control was possible as Boulton arranged for 

their production, paid for them and was sent proofs of the accompanying text, 

for others he had less practical input.64  It has not always been possible to 

determine the extent to which Boulton was able to influence these images, but 

the combination of the image with archival research has shed new light on 

these relationships.  There are other, even more hidden, authors.  The printer 

and his assistant are rarely named, but the way in which a plate is inked and 

wiped has a dramatic effect on the appearance of the print, hence Sharp’s 

concern over supervising the printer, revealed in chapter four.65  If colour was 

to be added, the colours used, the quality and method of application affected 

the look of the finished plate.  Other, far more distant authors exerted 

influence, changes in print technology and fashions in styles of depiction 

influenced the way Boulton and Soho were portrayed.66  

                                            
63 BMAG2003.32.98 is copied from one of the plates in William Gilpin, Observations on the 
River Wye […], [1782], London, 2005, see catalogue 24 for the work with Green. 
64 Catalogue 10 and 11 clearly indicate the degree of control Boulton sometimes achieved. 
65 Tom Gretton, ‘Signs for Labour-Value in Printed Pictures After the Photomechanical 
Revolution: Mainstream Changes and Extreme Cases around 1900’, Oxford Art Journal, 28.3, 
2005, p.374. I am grateful to Deb Walker who gave me the opportunity to undertake 
printmaking and to understand the impact that inking and wiping can have. 
66 See for example p.82 for changing fashions in viewpoints. 
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Some of the images considered in this thesis were placed within books or 

magazines.  Their publishers, editors and patrons also had messages they 

wished to convey and audiences they wished to reach which would have 

influenced the image, its production, layout and accompanying text.  The way 

a binder organised a book, whether he placed plates in the correct orientation 

and in a position where they could easily be found affected the way they were 

read.  Each of the publications was produced for different audiences; it would 

be expected to be received by people with varying understandings, priorities 

and ideologies.67  All of the images are the result of varying degrees of 

discussion, influence and work by a number of people.  Each of these 

‘authors’ will have had slightly different ‘intentions’ for the work.  The artist 

may have wanted to highlight his understanding of fashionable theories, the 

engraver to showcase his technical skill, the printer to work quickly and the 

publisher to emphasise that his publication had access to the latest technical 

research.68  These intentions overlapped and combined with Boulton’s own to 

different extents.  The anticipated audience also influenced the method of 

depiction, the production method and cost.  The layout of the publication, the 

quantity required and the available budget impacted on the final appearance 

of the image.  Francis Eginton produced an aquatint of Soho Manufactory 

(figure 9), considered in chapter one, but when an image was required in large 

quantities for inclusion in a directory a new view, an etching which drew on 

elements of Eginton’s image was produced (figure 10).  This was cheaper to 
                                            
67 For instance the Monthly Magazine audience would be expected to be interested in science 
with radical sympathies while purchasers of the Copper Plate Magazine would be expected to 
be interested in aesthetics.  
68 Tom Gretton ‘Clastic icons: prints taken from broken or reassembled blocks in some 
‘popular prints’ of the Western tradition’, Boldrick and Clay (eds.), 2007. 
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print in the quantities required.  The medium in which an image was produced 

was also part of its message; an aquatint carried different connotations from a 

line engraving.69  The medium also shaped the content of an image; a line 

engraving required more definition of details than an aquatint which could 

replicate the wash effects of watercolour. 

 

Most images have meanings preferred by their producer, although if there is 

more than one producer there are likely to be different preferred meanings. 

The thesis argues that the main messages that Boulton wished to convey 

remained relatively consistent, but incorporated nuances to accommodate the 

audiences discussed above.  He did not depict a dirty, noisy, smoky 

manufactory but a large, neoclassical building set within a landscaped park 

enjoyed by visitors.  He wanted the viewer to understand that business was 

beneficial, that it produced beautiful aesthetic products in civilised 

surroundings.  He sought to emphasise the scale of his enterprise by using 

the large scale building and by highlighting the size of the site through 

showing the buildings behind.  Boulton needed to impress potential clients 

and to show his understanding of fashionable taste and aesthetic conventions 

so used the ‘beautiful’ Principal Building and its setting to do this.  As his 

understanding of how to use such images developed, changes occurred in the 

depictions; for instance, staff undertaking manual work were removed.   

 

The thesis seeks not just to consider the visual evidence, but also to recover 

the relationship between text and image that was intended at the time of 

                                            
69 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Message, New York, 1967; Hal 
Foster, ‘Medium is the Market’, London Review of Books. 9 Oct 2008. 
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production.70  Saussure argued that text has to be read linearly, that it can be 

controlled, while an image can be read in different orders.71  There has long 

been a link between word and image, text appears in the compositions of 

objects that are generally considered ‘visual’, e.g. prints and tokens contain 

lettering in the form of titles and captions.72  Barthes argued that text and 

image stand in a complimentary relationship, but that we tend to prioritise text; 

he began his analysis with the linguistic message stating that this is the first 

one that spectators look for in decoding meaning.73  This assertion is 

debatable, even for viewers at the time Barthes was writing, but again the 

hermeneutic problem arises; we cannot be certain what individual eighteenth-

century viewers would have privileged.  The juxtaposition of text and image is 

a powerful combination; it can dictate the meaning of an image or encourage 

viewers to look at it differently.  Barthes theorised that this relationship can 

work in different ways, text can anchor the meaning of an image, selecting 

and fixing a specific reading, removing the terror of uncertain signs.74  He 

went on to suggest that text can also relay; it can set out additional meanings 

not found in an image.  This can be more discursive and invite different 

interpretations.  Anchorage can be ideological; indeed, this can be its principal 

function, steering the viewer towards a particular reading.75  Information can 

also appear in images which is neither anchored nor relayed by text.76 

 

                                            
70 The text associated with the images considered in this thesis is given in full as appendices. 
71 Mary Klages, Literary Theory, London, 2006, p.37. 
72 Porter, 1988, pp.188-9; Stephen Connolly, ‘Unseeing the Past: Vision and Modern British 
History’, Visual Resources, Vol.24, No.2, June 2008, p.112. 
73 Barthes, 1977, p.39. 
74 Barthes, 1977, p.39. 
75 Barthes, 1977, pp.40-1. 
76 For instance the clock above the worker’s entrance, see p.38.  
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Many visual images of the eighteenth century survive separated from their 

original purpose and setting as the books and magazines that contained them 

were broken up and integrated into collections or sold.77  This thesis seeks to 

re-establish the link with the text that was originally intended to be read 

alongside the images, the accounts of Soho and Boulton which are included 

in the appendix, but are now rarely considered. 78  It will explore the ways in 

which that text anchors and relays meanings in relation to the image.  The 

relationship between text and its associated images was influenced by the 

practicalities of printing methods available at the time.  If text is included on an 

intaglio copper plate it has to be cut into that plate in reverse.  So, most of the 

printed images considered here were single sheets, printed separately from 

their text and bound into the volume later, often at some distance from the 

relevant text.  Placing a plate at the front of a volume was easier for the binder 

and was useful in promoting that volume but separated it from its text.  We 

cannot tell how eighteenth-century viewers reacted to separation of text and 

image.  They may have been more excited at the possibilities of illustration 

than frustrated by the separation.  These separations did, however, make it 

difficult to predict the extent to which images and text would anchor and relay 

as the producer could not be sure that they will be read together.  Neither 

could the producer be sure if text or image would be considered first, either 

from preference of the viewer, or the order they were found in the volume.  

                                            
77 Some material was designed to be broken up in this way, the accompanying text or titles 
provided classification, see for instance catalogue 6 which includes the title of the publication 
on the print and catalogue 7 which includes the county of the subject for easy geographical 
classification. 
78 Sometimes it has not been possible to rediscover that original setting.  Catalogue 1 
survives as only one known copy, cut out of its source and pasted into a scrapbook. 
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The relationship had to work both ways, as well as each element working in 

isolation.  

 

This thesis also explores the titles and captions, the text which is actually on, 

or immediately adjacent to, the images.  This has generally maintained its 

connection with the visual material.  Slightly different titles were given to 

images, dependent on the messages the authors wished to convey.  Archival 

evidence shows that the title of the print of Boulton after Beechey was 

carefully considered, as discussed in chapter four.  Some material was not 

titled, for example that used privately or as a transitional stage in the 

preparation of prints.  John Phillp used captions in various ways; some were 

on the front, others on the back, sometimes there was no form of caption.  

Those on the back were lost when the work was pasted into an album in the 

nineteenth century, and only recovered when conservation concerns lead to 

the removal of material from the album.  Some printed images carry 

considerably more text, figure 29 lists the businesses to be found on the site 

while figure 8 gives background information in both French and German.  The 

language in which the images were titled carries connotations, the obvious 

one of being aimed at a continental audience, but another seeks to draw on 

the association of French with sophistication, taste and the aquatint process 

(figure 9).79 

 

Many of the images considered were multiplied; they were reproduced in their 

original and different formats.  This is an important aspect of the way they 

                                            
79 See p.85. 

     24



were used, massification of images meant they could be placed in situations 

inaccessible to the originals, and were available to much wider audiences.80  

Some were reproduced in hundreds or thousands, others on a much smaller 

scale, just one or two copies and yet others not at all.  The number of copies 

available affected the status of the image; traditionally prints have been 

viewed as lower status, to an extent because of the numbers that still exist, 

fine art objects are valued partly because they are perceived as unique.81  

Boulton was aware of the impact of massification of images, his coins, tokens 

and medals made iconography available to huge audiences and he 

experimented with reproducing paintings through a ‘mechanical’ process.82   

 

Different methods were used for multiplying the images of Boulton and Soho; 

some were copied by hand in the studio, others reproduced mechanically 

through printing.  The printed reproductions added considerable further labour 

through the work of the engraver and the printer who had to be paid, moving 

towards the image being seen as commodities rather than works of art.83  

This implied commercial exchange with an audience was not always

straightforward as might be expected; private plates were not intended to 

 as 

                                            
80 Massification is a term borrowed from Tom Gretton, 2007, p.153. 
81 Maidment, p.3; Sturken and Cartwright,p. 34. 
82 Richard Clay, ‘How Matthew Boulton helped make Birmingham ‘the art capital of the world’ 
in Clay and Tungate, Matthew Boulton and the Art of Making Money, Studley, 2009; Although 
known at the time as mechanical paintings recent research has suggested that a very high 
level of hand finishing was involved, Barbara Fogarty, Matthew Boulton and Francis Eginton’s 
Mechanical Paintings: Production and Consumption 1777 to 1781, MPhil thesis, University of 
Birmingham, 2010; David Saunders and Antony Griffiths, Two ‘mechanical’ oil paintings after 
de Loutherbourg: history and technique, paper presented at conference Studying Old Master 
Paintings: Technology and Practice, National Gallery, London, 16-18 September 2009, 
forthcoming. 
83 Tom Gretton, ‘Signs for Labour-Value in Printed Pictures After the Photomechanical 
Revolution: Mainstream Changes and Extreme Cases around 1900’, Oxford Art Journal, 28.3, 
2005, p.374. 
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make money but were produced to enhance status.84  The distribution of the 

images also affected their meaning, who received them and how effectively 

they were disseminated influenced the impact of their intended message.  

Distribution methods for these images ranged from reliance on the circulation 

of existing magazines, as seen in chapter three, to actively drawing up lists of 

who was to receive copies of a print of Boulton, shown in chapter four. 

 

The relationship between original and copy is complex, reproduction can 

separate an object from its initial intended audience so it is received in a 

different way.  Some of the images considered here were produced to be 

multiplied, the original was created for the purpose of its own reproduction.85  

Others were produced for their own sakes like many of Phillp’s sketches, yet 

others, like von Breda’s portrait of Boulton, considered in chapter four, were 

initially produced as works in their own right, the decision to produce other 

versions came later.  Each original and copy has then followed different paths 

of ownership and physical condition, and some originals are no longer 

available.86  Multiplication meant relatively socially diverse groups of 

consumers could more easily see and own a version of an image, making it 

an item of popular culture.87  Such items, representing the Principal Building 

or Boulton himself made Soho familiar and understandable to a far larger 

audience than those who could physically visit the factory. 

 

                                            
84 For example the Sharp print of Boulton after Beechey considered in chapter four. 
85 Benjamin, pp.4-5.  For example the works of Eginton junior which were to be engraved, 
considered in chapter three. 
86 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, 1935-6, 
accessed via http://bid.berkeley.edu/bidclass/readings/benjamin.html, p.4. 
87 Sturken and Cartwright, p.35, p.39. 
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A multi-disciplinary approach and collaboration between academics, archivists 

and curators is necessary to make the most of the considerable, diverse and 

complex body of visual evidence pertaining to Boulton and Soho.88  Such links 

between different sources and disciplines have been at the heart of the 

production of this thesis.  It seeks to consider visual representations of 

Boulton and Soho in new ways, exploring, as far as is possible, the motivation 

behind their production and their communication of intended messages.  This 

is complex, it is not possible to determine a definite intention, particularly not 

of image makers operating over two hundred years ago; it is only possible to 

look for evidence to suggest possible motives.  Tom Gretton has questioned 

the whole notion of intentions, arguing that they are ‘retrodictive fictions’ 

constructed after the event or shaped by the answer expected by whoever is 

asking about them.89  Even if it was possible to identify the intention and 

proposed audience it could not be guaranteed that the audience interpreted it 

as the producer(s) hoped they would.90  As I have argued above, the received 

meanings of the images, the ones the viewers actually took away are complex 

and wide-ranging, and often difficult to consider as there is even less evidence 

available.91  This thesis therefore seeks to offer plausible, informed arguments 

about intention and reception and in doing so, has the enormous benefit of the 

vast Archives of Soho. 

 

                                            
88 Katy Layton-Jones, ‘Visual Collections as Historical Evidence’, Visual Resources, Vol.24, 
No.2, June 2008, pp.105-7; Katy Layton-Jones, ‘The synthesis of town and trade: visualizing 
provincial urban identity, 1800-1858’, Urban History, 35, 1(2008), pp.73-4. 
89 Gretton in Boldrick and Clay (eds.), p.149. 
90 Maidment, p.2. 
91 Sturken and Cartwright, p.47. 
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Drawing the chapters of the thesis together into a cogent whole is its focus on 

one man and one place.  As will be shown in chapter one, Boulton placed his 

manufacturing processes in one place to develop a large manufactory, noted 

and commented upon for its size.  He created a tasteful and impressive 

building as a frontage for that site and used its image to stand for the whole 

factory and its output.  He encouraged people to visit the manufactory and to 

experience that place for themselves.  He then constructed an elaborate 

parkland setting for that factory, considered in chapter two, and ensured that 

depictions of the site showed visitors enjoying it, as demonstrated in chapter 

three.  The 1792 von Breda portrait of Boulton, (figure 37) firmly linked him to 

that place by showing the manufactory building in the background.  Once he 

had established the location and image of Soho as connoting himself and his 

goods he no longer needed to reinforce them as actively, the Beechey portrait 

(figure 40) did not include the manufactory and access to the site for visitors 

was withdrawn.  Viewers were expected to be sufficiently aware of Soho to be 

able to picture it without assistance.   Over his lifetime Boulton built up a link 

between the names and images of Boulton and Soho, and the products made 

there, he created a brand identity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
 

DEVELOPING A BRAND IDENTITY 1760 - 1792 
 
 
This chapter considers Boulton’s businesses, the creation of the manufactory 

at Soho, the shifts in the manufacture of goods and the expansion of the 

range of products.  It shows how Boulton created a significant building to front 

the manufactory and goes on to look at the early visual representations of that 

building, to consider the increasing sophistication with which it was portrayed, 

and to argue that those images were used to begin to build what would now 

be called a ‘brand’.  Such activity was intended to tackle the difficulties of 

marketing the diverse output of the businesses based at Soho by representing 

the varied output under one identity which would stand for quality and value 

for money.  This chapter will show that these images were shaped by many 

people; they were the result of multiple authorship.  It will also consider some 

of the other marketing methods used to anchor and reinforce Soho’s identity, 

aiming to build customers’ trust in the manufactory’s products.  

 

 

The early business  

 

Matthew Boulton went to work for his father in 1745 aged seventeen, was 

made a partner at twenty-one and inherited the business aged thirty-one, on 

the death of his father in 1759.92  Boulton senior’s toy business was well-

established at Snow Hill in Birmingham by 1745, with a water-powered mill for 

                                            
92 Dickinson,1937, pp.28-30. 
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rolling metals at Sarehole by 1756.93  The firm were exporting; in 1760 

Boulton gave evidence before a House of Commons Select Committee which 

suggested he was used to trading with Spain, Portugal and Germany.94  This 

was not unusual; in 1759 Birmingham manufacturers John Taylor and Samuel 

Garbett gave evidence that the toy trade employed 20,000 people in 

Birmingham and neighbouring towns, and produced about £600,000 worth of 

goods a year, £500,000 worth of which were exported.95  National and 

international networks were crucial and operated in both directions, goods 

were sent out from Birmingham, but ideas, designs and skills were brought to 

Birmingham from across Britain and Europe.96   Wishing to expand the 

business and further develop foreign markets, Boulton leased a mill at Soho, 

outside Birmingham, in 1761, and took on John Fothergill, with a range of 

foreign contacts, as a business partner in 1762.97 

 

Although Birmingham’s toy trade at that time was mostly made up of small 

manufacturers, there were larger-scale businesses.  Alcock and Kempson had 

300 to 400 workers in the 1740s and 50s.  John Taylor claimed to be 

employing 600 people in 1759, and by 1766 was considered the most 

                                            
93 Demidowicz, forthcoming; R.A. Pelham, ‘The water-power crisis in Birmingham in the 
eighteenth century’, University of Birmingham Historical Journal, Vol. IX, No.1, 1963, pp.79-
81; Eric Robinson, ‘Boulton and Fothergill, 1762-1782, and the Birmingham Export of 
Hardware’, University of Birmingham Historical Journal, Vol. VII, no.1 1959, p.61; Shena 
Mason, ‘A new species of gentleman’ in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.32. 
94 Robinson, 1959, pp.61-2. 
95 Robinson, 1959, p.63.  However Hopkins suggests that Taylor and Garbett’s export figures 
were exaggerated, and that the domestic market was more important to Birmingham’s 
manufacturing sector as a whole, Eric Hopkins, Birmingham: The First Manufacturing Town in 
the World, 1760-1840, London, 1989, p.16.  Jones, 2008, p. 44 agrees that the export figures 
are excessive.  
96 Berg, 2005, p.189, Smiles, pp.172-5. 
97 Smiles, p.169; Dickinson, p.45; BAH3782/12/60/12 JF to MB 8 Feb 1764.  Josiah 
Wedgwood took on his partner, Thomas Bentley for very similar reasons, Robin Reilly, ‘Josiah 
Wedgwood, A Lifetime of Achievement’ in Hilary Young (ed.) The Genius of Wedgwood, 
London, 1995, p.46. 

     30



important manufacturer in Birmingham.98  Taylor co-founded Lloyds Bank with 

Sampson Lloyd and when he died in 1775 was reputed to be worth 

£200,000.99  He made gilt buttons, japanned and gilt snuff boxes, and various 

enamelled articles.100  Resta Patching visited his factory in 1755, when he 

noted the division of labour and scale of the business: ‘We were assured that 

he employs 500 Persons in those two Branches [gilt buttons and enamel snuff 

boxes]’ while each button passed through the hands of seventy workmen.101  

It is likely that Taylor and his production methods were a major influence on 

Boulton and the way he organised his business.102  Wedgwood referred to 

‘the Great Taylor’ while Boulton called him ‘our great manufacturer’ in 1767 

but, in 1769, accused him of attempting to lure staff from Soho.103  Samuel 

Garbett (1717-1803), the other manufacturer who gave evidence to the Ho

of Commons Committee, had a variety of interests.  He refined metals, 

produced buttons and hardware in Birmingham, iron at Carron in Stirlingshire, 

and had a chemical works in Steelhouse Lane, Birmingham, the latter two 

enterprises with Dr. John Roebuck (1718-1794).

use 

                                           

104  Garbett told Lord 

Lansdowne in 1787 that ‘our object is to excell in pretty appearances for little 

money – And in that respect we are wonderfully eminent.’105  Taylor and 

 
98 Robinson 1959, p.63; Maxine Berg, ‘Inventors in the World of Goods’ in Bruland and 
O’Brien (eds.), From Family Firms to Corporate Capitalism, Oxford,1998, pp.21-50. pp.23-8. 
99 Robinson 1959, pp.62-3.   
100 William Hutton, History of Birmingham, fourth edition, Birmingham, 1809, p.85. 
101 Resta Patching, Four topographical letters, written in July 1755, upon a journey thro' 
Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Warwickshire, 
&c. From a gentleman of London, to his brother and sister in town [ ..] Newcastle upon 
Tyne, 1757, pp.62-3. 
102 Clifford, 1999, p.246. 
103 Jones, 2008, p.53; Hopkins, 1989, p.84; Berg, 2005 p.172. 
104 G to P&F Samuel Garbett; Goodison, 2002, p.366 n.28. 
105 Jones, 2008, p.39.  Lansdowne was formerly the Earl of Shelburne, referred to elsewhere. 

     31



Garbett suggested that Birmingham’s success was due to the wide range

goods and greater mechanisation, which meant lower pr

 of 

oduction costs.106 

                                           

 

In order to rise above the average small workshop, as Taylor had done, it was 

necessary to export.  Most foreign orders were taken by factors who would 

send out samples or engraved drawings showing designs.107  They would 

then assemble an order for the customer, generally from a variety of 

manufacturers, and provide credit.108  Credit was essential, and small-scale 

manufacturers did not generally have sufficient cashflow to be able to provide 

this.109  Boulton and Fothergill dealt directly with continental customers, so 

factors refused them orders.  Boulton’s answer was to ‘secure as many 

foreign friends as possible’, but he recognised that customers did not want to 

have to place lots of small orders with different manufacturers which would 

increase shipping charges and create more administrative work.110  He also 

realised that by dealing direct with Boulton and Fothergill, foreign customers 

would alienate the factors.  He wrote that if they were to keep a staff of six or 

seven hundred they ‘must not let such orders as these escape us, but must, in 

order to obtain a part [of an order], supply the whole; and as the rest furnishes 

a tolerable business to our factors, why will it not afford the same advantages 

to us?’111  In order to act as factors, Boulton and Fothergill needed to increase 

 
106 Robinson, 1959, p.63.   
107 Robinson, 1959, pp.72-3. 
108 Eric Robinson, ‘Eighteenth-Century Commerce and Fashion: Matthew Boulton’s Marketing 
Techniques’, The Economic History Review, New Series, Vol.16, No. 1 (1963), p.40. 
109 As Berg notes, 2005, p.183 major international merchants became bankers for their 
clients. 
110 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766. 
111 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766.  The mercantile business is frequently overlooked;   
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their own range of goods and to sell those of other manufacturers on 

commission.112  To achieve this they needed a warehouse in Birmingham and 

a partner who spoke French and German.  Boulton argued that those who did 

not have time to come to Soho could visit the warehouse, that the firm would 

be more aware of visitors to Birmingham, and that it would be easier to 

organise small orders from Birmingham suppliers.  Dealers from the north of 

England and Dublin who passed through Birmingham on their way to London 

could visit the warehouse.113 

 

Retailers placed emphasis on variety which was frequently considered more 

important than price.  Their drive to provide novelty for their customers forced 

producers to generate new products.114  Boulton deliberately expanded the 

range of goods to include a large number of different articles in a variety of 

metals.115  This diversification also meant that the firm were less vulnerable to 

the collapse of the market for a single product, such as when shoe buckles fell 

out of favour, to be replaced by shoe-strings.116  Those around Boulton 

complained about the practicalities of such a range of products, Fothergill 

wrote that if Boulton had confined himself ‘to one common branch of the 

articles of this place’, their financial difficulties could have been avoided.117  

John Scale, general manager, suggested that there ‘shoud be no new trades, 

                                                                                                                             
Quickenden, 1990, pp.21-2 suggests that the merchant business was part of the early 
partnership, was abandoned around 1763, but was again part of the business by 1766.  
112 Robinson, 1963, p. 40. 
113 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766.   
114 Craske 1999, pp.189-194. 
115 Quickenden, 1990, p.23; Goodison, 2002, p.19-30; Hopkins, 1984, p.44; 
BAH3782/12/108/6 List of Articles of Soho Manufactory, 1771; Robinson, 1963, pp.44-5. 
116 Christine Wiskin, Women, Finance and Credit in England, c.1780-1826, PhD Thesis, 
University of Warwick, 2000, p.182; Z.A.A. Scott, The Inquiring Sort: Ideas and Learning in 
Late Eighteenth-Century Birmingham, PhD Thesis, University of Warwick, pp.158-160. 
117 Robinson, 1963, p.48 n.8, dates it to c.1773. 
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nor any expensive alterations or schemes untill the proffits woud admitt of 

them.’118  

 

Boulton was also concerned with producing high volumes of particular items in 

order to fulfil big orders and ensure cost-effective production.119  Quickenden 

argues that Boulton’s general philosophy was to make large quantities of 

goods at reasonable prices through organisation, efficiency and technical 

innovation.120  However, he was not prepared to do this at the expense of 

quality; he wrote in 1757 of the danger of price dropping until both the goods 

and the business ‘become rubbish and so answer nobodys purpose.’121  

Birmingham goods had a reputation for being cheap and low quality.122  

Boulton told Fothergill that  

The prejudice which Birmingham hath so justly established against 
itself makes every fault conspicuous in all articles that have the least 
pretension to taste.  How can I expect the public to countenance 
rubbish from Soho, when they can procure sound and perfect work 
from any other quarter?123 

 
His plan was to ‘merit Orders by superior work’.124  The mechanisation of 

some processes would help with this search for quality, ensuring that items 

such as pearl buttons were exactly circular and uniform in size.125  Many of 

the tasks undertaken at Soho could have been carried out at smaller 

operations, in back street workshops, and by outsourcing.126  Gathering them 

                                            
118 G to P&F, John Scale; BAH3782/12/72/118 Memorandum by John Scale, c. Feb 1773.   
119 Robinson, 1963, pp.43-4; BAH3782/1/10 B&F to Valentine Green, 6 August 1774. 
120 Quickenden, 1990, p.101. 
121 BAH3782/1/40 MB to Timothy Hollis 15 Jan 1757. 
122 Smiles, p.166. 
123 Smiles, p.170. 
124 Robinson, 1963 p. 44. 
125 Robinson, 1963 p. 44. 
126 Barrie Trinder, The Making of the Industrial Landscape, Gloucester, 1987, p.53; Berg, 
1998, p.26.  This is not to suggest that Boulton did not outsource work as well, Berg, 2005, 
p.171. 
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together in one place meant discipline and more consistent quality could be 

ensured.  It involved the employment of a group of trusted foremen who 

enforced Boulton’s standards as the enterprise became too large for him to 

oversee himself.127  In order to expand the range of goods, increase 

mechanisation and establish the factoring business, Boulton had to reorganise 

the way the firm used its sites and undertake a major building project; a 

project that would prove key to building his businesses’ identity, not least 

through the production of printed images of the premises. 

 

 

The site at Soho and the Principal Building  

 

When Boulton inherited the business from his father in 1759 it operated 

mainly from premises at Snow Hill in Birmingham (figure 1).128  In 1761 he 

took over the tenancy of a mill at Soho, Handsworth, hoping for a reliable 

source of water power which he had been unable to find in Birmingham.129  In 

June 1762, John Fothergill became a partner and operations were moved to 

Soho.  Snow Hill was retained as a warehouse and dwelling, Boulton and his 

second wife living there until they moved to Soho House in 1766.130  Some 

building work took place in the early years, including a warehouse, 

workshops, housing, and a new water mill built with the help of the inventor 

                                            
127 Smiles, pp.481-2; Quickenden, 1990, p.102. 
128 There was a rolling mill at Sarehole but Snow Hill was where most of the work took place. 
129 Pelham, p.79. 
130 Dickinson, p.45-6; Robinson, 1957; BAH3782/6/190/175 Joseph Hunt to MB 27 June 
1765. 
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John Wyatt (1700-1766).131  For a while the business operated across the two 

sites but this became increasingly troublesome, clerks threatened to leave, it 

was difficult to oversee workmen and Boulton complained of the loss of 

materials and goods through having ‘our patterns, goods, and materials 

scatter’d about in so many different street[s] and places.’132  The construction 

of new buildings at Soho would bring the business together on one site and 

accommodate the development of a platedware manufactory.133  The decision 

to consolidate at Soho may also have been connected to the death of 

Boulton’s brother-in-law in 1764, and Boulton’s expectation of his estates 

which could be sold or mortgaged to provide capital.134   

 

In 1765-7 the Principal Building was built, designed by John Wyatt’s nephew, 

architect William Wyatt (1734-1780), whom Boulton and Fothergill had already 

used at the manufactory site, possibly assisted by his brother Samuel (1737-

1807).135  Many early eighteenth-century industrial buildings were not 

purpose-built, but were converted sheds or houses with little opportunity for 

architectural expression.136  Boulton’s new building created space for the 

plated business, but also provided the opportunity to make a statement, a 

large and fashionable building which gave the impression of a country 

                                            
131 Demidowicz, in Dick (ed.), 2009, p118, J.M. Robinson, The Wyatts: An Architectural 
Dynasty, Oxford, 1979, pp.5-9. 
132 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766.   
133 Demidowicz, forthcoming. 
134 Goodison, 2002, p.367 note 73; Luke Robinson died in 1764 but his will was not proved 
until 1767 with Boulton as his sole executor, Mason, 2005, pp.9-12. 
135 Quickenden, 1990, p.19.  J.M. Robinson suggests that a third brother, Benjamin (1744-
1818), was also involved.  The Wyatts were a large Staffordshire family with a long 
association with Boulton.  Various members of the family later designed and built parts of the 
Manufactory, Soho House, the Livery Street warehouse and the Albion Mill.  Other cousins 
worked as managers or agents for Boulton.  Demidowicz, forthcoming; Demidowicz in Foster, 
2005, p.286; J.M. Robinson, pp.9-21, 45-52. 
136 Tann, 1970, p.149. 
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mansion (figure 2).  For anyone approaching from the turnpike it hid the earlier 

buildings, including the Dutch-gabled mill constructed in 1761.137  The three-

storey front façade had a four-storey central pavilion topped with a cupola and 

two projecting gable ends with pediments.  It formed a shallow u-shape 

around two courtyards with smaller buildings beyond (figure 3). 

 

The use of an architect for an industrial building at this date was unusual.  

More often engineers or millwrights created practical buildings, determined by 

the size of the machinery, source of power, and local traditional building 

methods, without the influence of architectural theory.  These were not men 

who would have been seen the buildings of the Grand Tour, although they 

would have had access to builder’s manuals and pattern books showing 

designs and details.138  Most industrial developments were of a considerably 

smaller scale, often the result of lack of capital.  Boulton, the magnificent self-

publicist, described his as ‘the largest Hardware manufactory in the World.’139  

In fact, Boulton and Fothergill also had limited funds and the cost of the 

principal building far overran its estimates of £2,000 to cost £10,000 causing 

financial problems which were to plague the firm for years to come.140 

 

It seems likely that the construction of such an impressive building was related 

to Boulton’s desire to challenge the poor reputation of Birmingham goods.  He 

wanted to improve the standards of design and workmanship and it was 

important that the building also conveyed this.  He needed to demonstrate his 
                                            
137 Demidowicz in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.118. 
138 Edgar Jones, Industrial Architecture in Britain 1750-1939, London, 1985, pp.14-23; Tann, 
1970, p.161. 
139 BAH3782/12/1/43 MB to J.H. Ebbinghaus 2 March 1768. 
140 Demidowicz, forthcoming; Quickenden, 1990, p.33. 
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understanding of classical taste, order, reason and the fashionable market.141  

While operating within the section of society that needed to undertake 

practical work, he had to be able to mix with, understand and impress that 

section which did not have to undertake manual labour.142  The building could 

also be read as symbolising his social aspirations; manufacturers could 

seldom afford grand houses, so grand manufactories came to be a 

substitute.143  It is, however, debatable whether he would have gone ahead 

had he had a realistic idea of the total cost at the outset.144 

  

No powered machinery was to be placed in the Principal Building which freed 

it from the constraints this created. The workshops for the plated business 

were at the rear with large windows for light.  Housing for senior managers 

was in the wings, with a counting house and offices in the centre and 

warehouses occupying the main front. 145  The entrances to the site 

signposted the hierarchy of people arriving there, like an aristocratic house 

there was a large-scale, high-status entrance at the front, and a separate staff 

entrance to the side.  The control over the workers was emphasised by the 

clock and the bell in the cupola which summoned them to work, showing the 

importance of timekeeping and the extent to which they had lost management 

of their own time by selling their labour.146  Many staff were on day rates so 

                                            
141 Jones, 1985 p.35; Demidowicz, p.6. 
142 Wolff, 1981, p.51. 
143 Demidowicz, forthcoming; Tann, 1970, pp.151-7. 
144 It may seem naïve to have expected so much building for so little outlay, but the potter 
Josiah Wedgwood suffered from exactly the same problem, see p.44. 
145 Demidowicz, forthcoming. 
146 Either there were two clocks or it was moved; figure 8 shows it in the internal courtyard but 
not above the worker’s entrance while figures 9, 10, 19 and 54 show it above the worker’s 
entrance which suggests it was in this position by 1773.  For the bell see Goodison, 2002, 
p.23. 
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the clock would have been important to ensure timekeeping.147  It would have 

suggested to visitors that Boulton delivered on time, was orderly and in 

command of his workforce. 

 

In 1771 some of the warehousing was converted to a showroom which 

allowed the nobility and other important visitors to see Soho products, 

particularly the ormolu, ‘in a genteel room & to shew them a proper 

assortment of things’.148  This provided an opportunity for visitors to purchase 

small pieces immediately and to place orders for bespoke goods.149  

Positioning the showroom in such an imposing building reinforced messages 

about taste and quality that Boulton wished to convey.150  He also used his 

home as a showroom, literally selling off the walls.  John Hodges told him that 

a visitor had ordered over £85 worth of mechanical paintings, ‘he chose them 

chiefly from those at your house, and as he wanted them sooner than it was 

possible to get them up, (by Mrs Boulton’s permission) we purpose taking two 

pieces out of your room.’151 

 

Even before they were complete, the buildings ‘begin to look so very 

sumptuous as to engage the attention of all ranks of people’ and in the 

summer of 1767 Boulton wrote of foreigners or strangers every day ‘who are 

                                            
147 BAH3782/12/72/118 Memorandum by John Scale, c. Feb 1773.  Quickenden, 1990, p.127; 
Hopkins 1984, p.51. 
148 Goodison, 2002, p.163; BAH3782/12/23/258 MB to John Scale, dated in the catalogue as 
c.1772 but as the showroom was opened in 1771 it is likely that this letter is earlier. 
149 Goodison, 2002, pp.163-4; Quickenden, 1990, p.59. 
150 As Quickenden notes, control of the showroom was handed over to others from 1775, 
perhaps because of Boulton and Fothergill’s cashflow problems.  The fact that it was 
subcontracted rather than closed indicates its importance.  Quickenden,1990, p.60. 
151 BAH3782/12/63/19 John Hodges to MB 31 Oct 1780. 
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by John and Thomas Lombe (figure 4).164  This mill was visited by many 

tourists, among them Daniel Defoe who saw it as unique in England and a 

‘Curiosity of a very extraordinary nature’ adding that whether it answered its 

expense or not was none of his business.165  The building was of timber 

construction; five storeys high with a basement, had machinery powered by a 

waterwheel and was probably the first mechanised factory in the world.166  

Inspired by Italian silk manufacture, there was an interval of almost fifty years 

between the establishment of this mill and the beginning of wider-scale 

mechanised industrial activity which has not been satisfactorily explained.167  

Boulton would also have been aware of the mill in Upper Priory, Birmingham.  

This was the first powered cotton mill, opened in 1741, but was not a financial 

success and closed by 1745.  It had been operated by a partnership which 

included John Wyatt who had helped with the initial building works at Soho.168 

 

Boulton’s was not the first large-scale industrial building, what was new was 

the way he used his as a frontage to offer a first impression with significant 

impact that communicated messages to viewers and which, to a degree, 

masked the workings of the factory behind.  He created an elegant building 

which came to stand as a symbol for the varied output of the site.  That 

building did not contain the manufacturing processes, but the warehousing, 

                                            
164 K.R. Fairclough, ‘George Sorocold’ on Oxford DNB online, accessed 7 August 2009; R.B. 
Prosser, ‘Sir Thomas Lombe’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 7 August 2009. 
165 Trevor Brighton, The Discovery of the Peak District, Chichester, 2004, p.94; Pat Rogers 
(ed.) Daniel Defoe: A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, Exeter, 1989, p.162. 
166 Thomas A. Markus, Buildings & Power, London and New York, 1993, pp. 263-4. 
167 Gillian Darley, Factory, London, 2003, pp.104-5.  Markus similarly states that ‘how an 
apparently fully developed factory appeared more than half a century before the great cotton 
mills remains a mystery’,p.264. 
168 J.M. Robinson, pp.7-8; R.B. Prosser, ‘Lewis Paul’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 10 
August 2009; R.E. Schofield, ‘The Lunar Society and the Industrial Revolution’, University of 
Birmingham Historical Journal, Vol. XI No.1, 1967, p.104. 
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showroom, offices and housing.   Markus misunderstood the development of 

the Soho site, not appreciating that there were many other buildings from the 

start.  Nevertheless, his 1993 description of ‘the burgeoning and revolutionary 

plant bursting its polite envelope’ is evocative.169  He also overplayed the 

motive of secrecy for the construction of the Principal Building, arguing that 

this was why the side wings projected backwards, forming rear courtyards 

‘instead of receiving its visitors with open arms’ and suggesting that the 

Principal Building began as ‘camouflage’ which ‘presages a period of secrecy 

and industrial spying’.170 

 

The model developed at Soho was quickly imitated by Josiah Wedgwood who 

built a factory and houses at Etruria, near Burslem, which opened in June 

1769 (figure 5).171  Wedgwood visited Soho on 14 May 1767 on his way to 

London, specifically to view the layout.172  He intended to build his factory 

parallel to the planned Trent and Mersey Canal, recognising the opportunities 

for the safe transportation of fragile pottery and the aesthetic possibilities of 

the waterway.  The architect was Joseph Pickford of Derby (1734-82) who 

was also known to Boulton.173  Wedgwood and his business partner Bentley 

were involved in the selection of decorative features for Etruria, considering 

the possibility of decorating the kilns, and rejecting Gothic battlements on 

buildings ‘otherwise in the modern taste’.  Costs for this building were 

                                            
169 Markus, p.256. 
170 Markus, p.256. 
171 Unless otherwise stated the source for this paragraph is Gaye Blake Roberts, ‘The 
Architecture of Etruria and Barlaston’ in Wedgwood of Etruria & Barlaston, City Museum and 
Art Gallery, Stoke on Trent, 1980, pp.35-8. 
172 Goodison, 2002 p.367 n.50 and Goodison in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.133; B. and H. 
Wedgwood, The Wedgwood Circle 1730-1897, London, 1980, pp.30-31. 
173 BAH3782/12/23/7 J. Pickford to MB 1 Dec 1760. 
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estimated at £10,000, but it too overran.  Tann suggests that Wedgwood’s 

response to this was to tell Bentley not to alter the building, but to create new 

vases to pay for the architects, an indication of how important he considered it 

was to get the building right.174  Power concerned Wedgwood as it had 

Boulton; he planned to include a windmill to grind colours.  Like Soho, the 

main building was three storeys high with a Diocletian window under a 

pediment, and a cupola housing the bell, but Soho’s central section appeared 

more imposing as it had a fourth storey.175  The plan of Etruria was carefully 

considered with dishes and flatware made at one end of the factory and 

decoration taking place at the other.  Yards were attached to each area to 

store coal and clays.  While Etruria was in many ways similar to Soho, it was 

never on the same scale, but did follow Boulton’s model of an impressive 

façade which could be used to represent the factory behind although 

Wedgwood never exploited this to the extent that Boulton did.176 

 

Boulton learnt from the construction of the Principal Building, and its expense 

did not put him off creating other innovative buildings which made a 

statement.  The Albion Mill (1786), a flour mill in Blackfriars, was a partnership 

between Boulton, Watt, the architect Samuel Wyatt and others, designed to 

apply the steam engine to the milling process (figure 6).  It occupied a 

commanding position in the centre of London, visible across Blackfriars 

Bridge, and brought the potential of the steam engine to the notice of a new 

                                            
174 Jennifer Tann, Matthew Boulton: Creative Pragmatist, keynote lecture given at ‘Where 
Genius and Arts Preside’: Matthew Boulton and the Soho Manufactory 1809-2009, University 
of Birmingham, 4 July 2009. 
175 Edward Saunders, Joseph Pickford of Derby: A Georgian Architect, Stroud, 1993, p.97.  
For the bell at Soho see Goodison, 2002, p.23. 
176 Jones, 2008 p.52. 
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audience, including traditional millers who felt it threatened their livelihood.  

The building was designed by Wyatt with innovative features including a 

foundation raft, high timber framing and a large floor area without internal 

supporting walls.177  This new technology was placed behind a classical 

façade with a rusticated base on the river front and ashlar above.178  A grand 

opening was held in March 1786, attended by Cavendish, Wedgwood and 

Banks.179  Boulton’s flair for publicity meant that it became a fashionable 

location for events, masques and balls as well as visiting dignitaries, an early 

example of corporate hospitality and making maximum possible use of a 

building.180  The mill burnt down in 1791 but, although Boulton lost £6,000, it 

had increased public awareness of Boulton and Watt’s engines as well as of 

Boulton himself.181  The Albion Mill building did not have the chance of 

becoming established as a recognisable symbol, although it had become 

Europe’s most renowned industrial building as a result of its technology.182  It 

was depicted in magazines (figure 6), so perhaps Boulton hoped to use 

images of the building to promote the venture.  However, in contrast to the 

images of Soho, it was as a sublime spectacle, a blazing inferno or a dramatic 

ruin that the building was most illustrated.183 

 

When he needed a new warehouse, Boulton took the opportunity to create 

another imposing building.  He was forced to vacate his Newhall Street 

                                            
177 A.W. Skempton, ‘Samuel Wyatt and the Albion Mill’, Architectural History, Vol 14 (1971) 
pp.53-73; J.M. Robinson, p.45. 
178 Darley, p.17; Markus, p.270. 
179 Darley, p.17. 
180 Darley, p.18; Smiles, p.357. 
181 Dickinson, p.123. 
182 Markus, p.270. 
183 Maidment, 1990, pp.47-9 identifies eleven images of the mill during or after the fire. 
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warehouse, New Hall, the Jacobean former home of the Colmore family, 

which was to be pulled down in 1787.184  Boulton selected a site on Livery 

Street, close to the canal, ‘amongst a number of poor houses, in poor 

streets’.185  He initially planned to build in six weeks and move everything into 

it in another six weeks, but instead used an interim warehouse on Upper 

Priory while a more tasteful and ambitious building designed by Samuel Wyatt 

was built 1787-8 (figure 7).186  Boulton continued to emphasise the 

importance of frontages, of the new Royal Mint he wrote ‘The buildings in 

general should be plain simple and strong [...] the front which may be simply

elegant in the Wyattistic style [...] Mr Wyatt may design the ornamental pa

but I must sketch the useful.’
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187  He also planned to put an imposing fron

Soho House which would have made it seem much larger on approach th

actually was.188  Tann has suggested that architecture was an area of the arts 

where Boulton did not need to make a profit, and that he recognised a 

handsome building was far more likely to form part of a tour, to attract visitors 

who were potential customers.189   

 

For many years visitors were welcomed to Soho, including businessmen 

looking for contacts like Jabez Maud Fisher, potential customers and 

 
184 BAH3782/12/6/83 Matthew Boulton to —.  12 May 1787.  The warehouse had been 
relocated from 38 Snow Hill in 1777, Quickenden, 1990, pp.21-2. 
185 BAH3782/12/6/83 Matthew Boulton to —.  12 May 1787. 
186 Pye’s New Directory for […] Birmingham, Birmingham, 1785 lists the warehouse at 
Newhall, 1787 and 1788 editions at Upper Priory and 1791 at Livery Street.  J.M. Robinson, 
p.256.  BAH3782/13/36/14 MB to MRB 1 Dec 1787. 
187 Tann, 1970, p.161. 
188 Richard K. Morriss, Soho House Handsworth Birmingham: The Home of Matthew Boulton, 
Hereford Archaeology Unit Report 90, November 1990, pp.41-7.  See p.321. 
189 Jennifer Tann, Matthew Boulton: Creative Pragmatist, keynote lecture given at ‘Where 
Genius and Arts Preside’: Matthew Boulton and the Soho Manufactory 1809-2009, University 
of Birmingham, 4 July 2009. 
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tourists.190  James Keir wrote that visiting became ‘a fashion among the 

higher and opulent ranks, foreigners of distinction and all who could gain 

access to it.’191  Towards the end of the eighteenth century, when war with 

France made the continent inaccessible, people began to travel more with

Britain.  A patriotic interest in British manufacturing and engineering helped t

fuel the awareness of industrial sites where visitors could view modern 

processes and practices such as the division of labour, the application of 

technology and machinery, as well as novel products.
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192  The porcelain 

factory at Worcester, Soho, and the Derby silk mills were ‘almost obligatory 

points of call’.193  The fashion for the picturesque made areas like Wales, 

Scotland, the Lakes and Derbyshire popular with travellers, some of whom 

visited industrial sites such as Soho on their way.194  Many of these visitors 

left descriptions in journals and letters, some published or privately circulated

This material resulted in wider dissemination and understanding of the link 

between sites like Soho, their products and owner.  So it was essential fo

Boulton to ensure that visitors reported it favourably by managing their 

experience as much as possible through guided tours and by controlling the 

behaviour of the staff.195  In spite of the large number of visitors, many of 

whom took the opportunity to explore the grounds, no known visual 

representations of the Principal Building or the grounds can be firmly iden

as being by any of those visitors.  Drawings of machinery and techniques 
 

190 For more on the visitors to Soho see the work of Peter Jones. 
191 Memoir of Matthew Boulton by James Keir [December 3, 1809], Birmingham, 1947,p.7. 
192 Esther Moir, The Discovery of Britain: The English Tourists 1540-1840, London, 1964, 
p.91; Berg, 2005, p.173; Rosemary Sweet, The Writing of Urban Histories in Eighteenth-
Century England, Oxford, 1997, p.112. 
193 Sweet, 1997, p.124. 
194 Moir, p.91.  See p.131 for the Boulton and the picturesque. 
195 V.E. Whitfield, Industry and Identity in late eighteenth-century English portraiture, PhD 
thesis, University of Manchester, 2003, p.181.  See p.97 for management of the visitors’ 
experience. 
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were made, generally taken in secret in order to pass details on to rivals.196  

Having carefully created the Principal Building and its setting, and raised 

awareness of it by allowing visitors to see it, Boulton and those around him

also used the images considered in this thesis to draw it to even greater 

attention.  In order to fully exploit the potential of such images, Boulton sought 

to use high-calibre artists, some of whom also

 

 designed products made at the 

anufactory. 

 seminary of artists’: drawing and design at Soho197 

h-

 of design, 

, 

                                           

m

 

 

‘A

 

Design was a key element of Boulton’s approach to improving the standard 

and reputation of his products.  The strengthening of the link between hig

quality design and high-volume manufacture has often been particularly 

attributed to Boulton and Wedgwood, but Craske has demonstrated that 

London manufacturers of the 1730s were aware of the importance

and that it was important to consumers as well as producers.198  

Manufacturers did not have to carry out design themselves, but they did need 

to have taste that was well enough developed to influence, and to respond to

 
196 Jones, 2008, p.156; Jones in Mason, 2009, pp.75-9.  It is possible that some are yet to be 
found in private collections as any such views would have been taken home by the artists.  
WSL SV-VII.21 may be or be related to such a view but without further information it is not 
possible to tell. 
197 The terms seminary of artists, arts and taste appear in many descriptions of Soho.  While 
seminary is now generally used to mean a college for training priests its first use was as a 
piece of ground in which plants are sown or raised from cuttings or where animals are bred.  
From this it came to mean ‘a place of origin and early development; a place or thing in which 
something (e.g. an art or science, a virtue or vice) is developed or cultivated, or from which it 
is propagated abundantly’, a place of education or institution for training those destined for a 
particular profession, “seminary, n1”, The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed., Oxford, OED 
online, accessed 20 Nov, 2009.  
198 Eric Robinson, McKendrick and Forty have asserted this connection to Boulton and 
Wedgwood, Craske,1999, p.188. 
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the market.  They needed a constant supply of new designs as rivals could 

simply copy them once they were released.199  When appointing Bentley as 

partner, Josiah Wedgwood noted that he had taste, ‘the best foundation for 

our intended concerns’.

a 
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nning, 

nd their application to trade and economy as well as aesthetics.201 
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skills for anyone who wanted to raise themselves above the labouring 

                                           

200  Improved quality of design was seen as na

important, as a way of competing with the French who had long been 

considered the leaders in design.  It was perceived as a way to create a 

society that was economically and culturally independent.  Craske links the 

improvement of design to other cultural concerns of ordering and pla

a

 

By the mid-eighteenth century, sections of the public who had disposable 

income were increasingly conscious of design; purchasers of luxury produ

were expected to understand that design lay behind the goods they were 

buying.  The ability to determine which objects were tasteful gradually passed 

from an elite group of connoisseurs to those of the public who were ab

study the prints and books which were now widely available, such as 

Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty (1753) which provided a detailed aesthetic 

discussion of design.202  Following the establishment of the Royal Academy in 

1768, the idea and practice of design was increasingly dominated by 

academic theory which separated ‘art’, the conception and design of an obje

from ‘craft’, its execution.  Design and drawing were promoted as essen

 
199 Craske, 1999, p.209; Clifford, 1999, p.251. 
200 Jules Lubbock, The Tyranny of Taste: The Politics of Architecture and Design in Britain 
1550-1960, New Haven and London, 1995, p.223. 
201 Craske, 1999, pp.189-90. 
202 Boulton bought two copies, see p.130. 
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masses.203  The ability to draw was at the heart of the desire to improve 

design.204  The Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 

Commerce, founded in 1754 to encourage economic regeneration and reduce 

dependence on imports, funded drawing competitions to encourage its 

practice.205  Drawing was separate from design; it was a mechanical process 

which could be taught to ‘any Person of moderate Talents’ if they applied 

themselves sufficiently, it was a way of enabling craftsmen to understand and 

execute the designs of others.  Design was ‘the Child of Genius’ and could not 

be taught, ‘the Principle of it must exist in the Soul, and be called forth only by 

Education, and improv’d by practice.’206 

 

Boulton told James Adam that he was training ‘young plain Country Lads’ and 

any ‘that betray any genius are taught to draw’.207  In a draft letter of 1786 

about establishing a button factory in France Boulton recommended that 

 
The best way to have good artists is to train up young men of abilities & 
to have them under contract for 7 years at least – If these young men 
are of the lower Class provided they are of decent families they will do 
better than those who may aspire to be Gentlemen. A common 
Workman has no need of Education except in his business, nor those 
of the next Class any more than to read & write [.] it requires much 
good sense to restrain ambition in a man of knowledge.208 

 

                                            
203 Craske, 1999, pp.190-3; Anne Puetz, ‘Design Instruction for Artisans in Eighteenth-
Century Britain’, Journal of Design History, Vol.12 No.3, 1999, pp.218-20. 
204 See for example R. Campbell, The London Tradesman, 1747 cited in Craske, p.208. 
205 RSA Manuscript Guard Book I, 28 January 1756, quoted in Puetz, p.219.  The Society is 
now called the Royal Society of Arts and was also known as the Society of Arts.  Some bills 
for Boulton’s membership from 1782 survive but he was likely to have been involved with the 
society much earlier, BAH3782/6/194/17 Receipts for contributions 1782-1790, 
BAH3782/6/194/54 receipts for contributions 1792-4. 
206 Puetz, p.233 quoting J. Gwynn, An Essay on Design [...], 1749. 
207 BAH3782/12/2/23 MB to James Adam 1 Oct 1770. 
208 BAH3782/12/98 Papers relating to Paris journey, 1786.  I am grateful to Shena Mason for 
this reference. 
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Boulton had been taught drawing as a young man by Worledge.209  His friend, 

Joseph Priestley, had depicted time as a line to assist his students at 

Warrington Academy, an important contribution to the graphic display of 

information.210  Boulton too thought graphically, as the large number of 

sketches and diagrams in his notebooks show.211  He used drawing as a 

means of recording source material for designs, sent designers, painters and 

modellers to the theatre at his expense ‘in order to improve them in those arts 

by which they are to live and gain reputation’, ensured that his son practised 

drawing, and paid for staff to be trained in drawing.212   

 

This recognition of the role of drawing was not unusual in Birmingham; 

Fawcett has noted that drawing schools were established particularly early 

there, ‘forced into existence by the demands of local industry’.213  A letter to 

Aris’s Birmingham Gazette in 1754 acknowledged skill in the town in 

manufacture, but its absence in drawing and designing.  The writer proposed 

a subscription academy ‘for teaching some Young Persons, under proper 

Restrictions, in the Art of Drawing and Designing, and in some parts of 

                                            
209 ‘Memoirs of M. Boulton Esq. F.R.S.’, Caledonian Mercury, 4 Sept 1809.  There is no 
indication as to who Worledge was, the article merely states ‘He learned drawing under 
Worledge, and mathematics under Cooper, &c.’  There is currently no reason to link him to 
Thomas Worlidge (1700-1766) a portrait painter and etcher, Susan Sloman, ‘Thomas 
Worlidge’ on Oxford DNB online, accessed 14 Sept 2009. 
210 Michael Twyman, ‘The emergence of the graphic book in the 19th century’, in Myers and 
Harris (eds.) A Millennium of the Book, Winchester, 1994, p,142.  Joseph Priestley, 
Description of a chart of biography, 1778; Robert E Schofield, ‘Joseph Priestley’ in Oxford 
DNB online, accessed 25 April 2006. 
211 BAH3782/12/108 MB Notebooks. 
212 Smiles, p.171; Quickenden,1990, p.160.  BAH3782/12/23/172 John Ash to MB, 30 Dec 
1769 Peter Borsay, The English Urban Renaissance: Culture and Society in the Provincial 
Town, 1660-1770, Oxford, 1989, p.260; Jones, 2008, p.67; BAH3782/12/65/44 James Keir to 
MB 11 Dec 1779; Quickenden, 1990, pp.160, 321-2.  See also p.112 for John Phillp’s training. 
213 Trevor Fawcett, The Rise of English Provincial Art: Artist, Patrons, and Institutions outside 
London, 1800-1830, Oxford, 1974, p.43. 
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mathematical learning […]’.214  Taylor and Garbett told the House of 

Commons in 1760 that there were ‘Two or Three Drawing Schools established 

in Birmingham, for the Instruction of Youth in the Arts of Designing and 

Drawing, and some 30 or 40 Frenchmen or Germans are constantly employed 

in Drawing and Designing.’215 

 

Drawing was not just needed for metalwares at Soho, it was also essential to 

Boulton’s steam-engine partnership with James Watt.   Accurate technical 

drawings, with standard symbols and conventions, were needed to 

manufacture parts and erect engines; such drawings were a commercial 

necessity.216  Drawing could be used as a common language; it bypassed 

issues of translation and allowed clear communication of design and detail 

between client and manufacturer, particularly important for goods destined for 

foreign markets.217  The Soho insurance society poster (figure 12) included 

‘[...] Little boys busy in designing &c. showing an early application to the study 

of the Arts’, an indication of the importance of drawing and design at Soho, 

and the need Boulton felt to communicate this.218  In fact, Goodison has 

argued that there was no sophisticated design office for the ormolu, and that 

there was actually a shortage of competent draughtsmen, an issue Boulton 

                                            
214 John Alfred Langford, A Century of Birmingham Life, Birmingham, 1868, Vol. I, pp.82-3, 
citing Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 19 January 1754. 
215 Dickinson, p.63. 
216 Twyman,1994, p.138 citing J. Richardson, ‘The contribution of the firm of Boulton and Watt 
to engine drawing’ PhD thesis, University of Reading, 1989.  Boulton did not always rely on 
drawing, he wrote to Chippindall in 1793 suggesting the need to agree terminology ‘for the 
forms and proportions of buckles’, BAH3782/12/59/54, MB to Richard Chippindall, 4 Oct. 
1793.  
217 Puetz, p.219. 
218 See p.92 and catalogue 3 for the insurance society poster. 
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attempted to address through the recruitment of men like Francis Eginton and 

John Phillp, as will be seen.219 

  

Like the architecture of his manufactory, the quality of design of Boulton’s 

products was extremely important as he had to attempt to overcome 

Birmingham’s reputation for poor quality goods.  The Earl of Shelburne 

advised that Soho would not be considered a manufactory of the first 

importance until it had a variety of elegant designs.220  Boulton was in 

constant search of source material; he borrowed objects from friends and 

patrons, discussed designs with them to ‘improve or correct taste’ and 

collected prints and books.221  He asked friends, family and agents for 

information on fashions and taste all over Europe as he was aware of the 

importance placed on keeping up with current trends.222  He also subscribed 

to volumes such as George Richardson’s Iconology; or, a collection of 

emblematical figures; containing four hundred and twenty-four remarkable 

subjects, moral and instructive; [...] with explanations from classical authorities 

(1779), which would have been used to provide source material.223 

 
                                            
219 Goodison, 2002, p.120.  See p.76 for further consideration of Eginton, p.111 and p.302 for 
Phillp. 
220 Quickenden, 1990, p.156. 
221 Celina Fox, ‘Design’, Iain McCalman (ed.) An Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age: 
British Culture 1776-1832, Oxford, 1999, p.234; Robinson, 1953; Quickenden, 1990, pp.159, 
164-5, 169. BAH3782/12/63/16 John Hodges to MB 12 Sep. 1780.  Nicholas Goodison, ‘The 
Context of Neo-classicism’ in Mason, 2009; Frances Collard, ‘Thomas Hope’s Furniture’ in 
Watkin and Hewat-Jaboor, Thomas Hope: Regency Designer, New Haven and London, 2008, 
p.57; David Watkin, Thomas Hope and the Neo-Classical Idea, London, 1968, pp.54,198. 
222 BAH3782/13/36/14 MB to MRB 1 Dec 1787; Smiles p.172; Robinson, 1953, p.369. As 
Styles notes, much of the attention for this kind of research followed by new designs has 
focussed on Boulton and Wedgwood but they were by no means unique, Styles, 1988, pp.13-
14. 
223 The list of subscribers also includes Eginton and Jee (John Eginton had worked for 
Boulton and Fothergill, see p.77), Birmingham printer Myles Swinney, Birmingham 
manufacturer Henry Clay, Boulton’s architect Samuel Wyatt and the painter Joseph Barney 
who worked on the mechanical paintings. 
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Jennifer Tann has written of Boulton’s declared aim ‘to obtain a school of 

designers who should give to the products of the Soho Factory an artistic style 

and finish not obtainable elsewhere’.224  She has also spoken of Boulton’s 

role as an ‘encourager’, one who cultivates talent in others, and of the 

testimony of a former apprentice of the value of being given the opportunit

learn to draw.

y to 

 

te 

 

ing 

                                           

225  Drawing and design were used to improve the standard of 

Boulton’s products, but they were also promoted as part of the marketing of

the site, particularly in relation to competition with France.  Design and tas

were emphasised to visitors and frequently appear in descriptions of Soho as

well as being apparent in the images considered later in this thesis.  Stebb

Shaw noted that a seminary of artists for drawing and modelling was 

established, and men of genius sought.226  Priscilla Wakefield wrote of the 

‘elegance of taste’, the importance of drawing, design and modelling, the 

drawing together of ‘men of genius’, and ‘the establishment of a seminary of 

arts for drawing and modelling’.227  Relatively few people carried out design 

work, but it was difficult to find and retain skilled designers who had to 

understand the practicalities of manufacture as well as aesthetics.  Most of the 

employees simply needed to produce goods to specification, not undertake 

design.228  The prominence of the artists in the descriptions of Soho signifies 

the importance of design to Boulton. 

 

 

 
224 Tann, 1970, p.11. 
225 Tann, keynote lecture, 2009. 
226 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, p.118, see appendix 1.5 for full quote.  
227 She usually wrote her descriptions based on extensive research but without visiting the 
sites she considered, Priscilla Wakefield, A Family Tour Through The British Empire [...], 6th 
edition, London,1812, p.32. 
228 Styles, 1988, p.15; Peutz, p.234. 
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‘Emerging from obscurity’: marketing Soho229 

 

Having established such a large manufactory Boulton needed to sell enough 

goods to keep it going and, hopefully, pay off the debt it had incurred.230  He 

had to compete with rivals ranging from other Birmingham toymakers to 

London silversmiths and French ormolu manufacturers.  He had to do this on 

price, quality of workmanship and design, as well as ensuring that his designs 

were fashionable.231  His use of technology and new techniques could allow 

him to do this, in spite of sometimes having to pay London wages to hire 

skilled workmen.  By applying methods used for button manufacture he was 

able to use less silver than traditional casting methods, reducing his material 

costs.232   

 

However, Boulton faced an additional problem, having deliberately expanded 

his range of products in order to supply complete orders; he was faced with 

trying to market those products to extremely diverse customers.  His volume 

of production in some areas was too large for the aristocracy, so he had to sell 

to the growing numbers of middle-class consumers.233  Over time he 

produced small metal goods in huge quantities for the mass market, high-

quality ormolu and silver for the aristocracy and steam engines for mill and 

mine owners.  Different promotional techniques had to be used depending on 

                                            
229 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766. 
230 Quickenden, 1990, p.22. 
231 Quickenden and Krover, 2007, p.54. 
232 Unsurprisingly he did not make his customers aware of this, Quickenden and Krover, 
2007, p.54. 
233 Michael Snodin and John Styles, Design and the Decorative Arts: Georgian Britain 1714-
1837, London, 2004, p.30. 
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the market for which they were intended.   Some items, like the silver and 

ormolu, were generally sold direct to customers, others, like Sheffield Plate, 

were supplied in bulk to trade customers for resale.234  Boulton wanted to sell 

silver direct to the public because he felt shopkeepers were ‘a race of 

disingenuous persons’ and their premises did not have sufficient distinction for 

marketing such expensive goods.  He wanted to ensure that the status 

attached to such high-quality objects came to his firm, not to retailers.  Direct 

contact with high-rank customers was very important as Boulton hoped that 

they would influence others to choose Soho products.235  Quickenden has 

suggested that the level of Boulton’s silver sales was reduced because of his 

attitude to shopkeepers, that prestige was his ‘main priority when planning the 

silver business’.236  It is likely that Boulton felt this was a sacrifice worth 

making as he hoped it would enhance the reputation of Soho and lead to 

sales in other areas. 

 

Boulton needed to be able to differentiate each of his products from those of 

his rivals; he needed to convince customers to buy Soho buttons or silver in 

preference to those from other manufacturers.  One approach was to create a 

commonly recognisable symbol that legibly connoted the varied products, to 

ensure that the customers and retailers were aware that all of these various 

items were linked to the same place and the same man.  In that way the 

cheaper goods could draw status from the high-end luxury goods and the 

quality of Soho buttons or sword hilts could be used as an introduction to the 

                                            
234 Quickenden and Krover, p.52; Goodison, ‘Ormolu Ornaments’ in Mason (ed.), 2009, p.59. 
235 Quickenden, 1990, p.58. 
236 Quickenden, 1990, p.79. 
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whole range of products.237  The bespoke service for items such as silver and 

ormolu would have meant that these items could be considered higher-status 

than the toys, so the mass-produced items would not detract from them.  

What Boulton needed to undertake was what we would now consider a 

branding exercise.  Koehn defines a brand as ‘a name, logo, or symbol 

intended to distinguish a particular seller’s offerings from those of competitors.  

Great brands [...] command awareness and esteem from consumers around 

the world.’ 238  Having an established brand makes it easier to introduce new 

products, something of which Boulton was aware.  

 

The term branding originally meant marking, initially farm animals, to identify 

their owners.  Brands or marks came to be used as a form of quality 

assurance, particularly in the assaying of silver.  Manufacturers of 

platedwares sometimes marked their goods with marks similar to assay marks 

to associate their wares with silver.239  Boulton had his silver goods assayed, 

that is marked with a maker’s mark and a quality stamp, at first by sending 

them to Chester Assay Office, and then successfully lobbying parliament for 

the establishment of the Birmingham Assay Office.240  He also marked some 

of his Sheffield Plate goods with a double sun, which was not a legal 

requirement like assaying, but ensured purchasers were aware that it was a 

                                            
237 Robinson, 1963 p.48 outlines how gifts of buttons and sword hilts were used in this way. 
238 Nancy F. Koehn, Brand New: How Entrepreneurs Earned Consumers’ Trust from 
Wedgwood to Dell, Boston, 2001, p.5. 
239 Clifford, 1999, pp.242, 248. 
240 Dickinson, pp.63-5; Sally Baggot, ‘ ‘Real Knowledge and Occult Misteries’: Matthew 
Boulton and the Birmingham Assay Office’ in Dick (ed.), 2009, pp.201-216.  However, always 
with an eye for an opportunity, Boulton complicated the issue by occasionally supplying goods 
for assaying without a maker’s mark, for example the silver coffee pot and stand 
BMAG1996M1.  This was probably intended to be sold by a dealer who could have added his 
own mark if he wished.  Boulton did state more than once that he was not prepared to supply 
silver unmarked but he did sometimes make it available in this manner, Quickenden and 
Krover, p.60, Clifford 1999, p.248. 
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Soho product.241  Clifford has identified the importance of marks as a ‘means 

of investing objects with additional meanings by associating them with names, 

places, ideas or other cultural values.’  She makes the point that these 

associations could be manipulated to enhance the value of an object to a 

potential purchaser, so a coffee pot made in Philadelphia or a Sheffield blade 

could be given a London mark to draw on London’s reputation for quality.242  

The 1787 Directory of Sheffield included reproductions of each manufacturer’s 

trademarks, ensuring that these symbols could be readily understood and 

firmly attributed to a particular maker.243   

 

Branding in a marketing sense is often seen as beginning in the nineteenth 

century, but recent scholarship has identified the construction of earlier 

brands.244  Styles has argued that ‘brand-name marketing’ was unusual for 

goods produced for the middle and lower-classes, but did happen among 

those producing for the high-end, Thomas Chippendale’s The Gentleman and 

Cabinet Maker’s Director (1754) advertised his products to wealthy customers 

as well as providing designs for other cabinet makers.245  However, it can be 

found in other areas, Swedish iron carried järnstämpel, a mark that identified 

the forge from which it came.  Evans and Rydén argue that these marks were 
                                            
241 Kenneth Quickenden, ‘Silver, ‘plated’ and silvered products from the Soho Manufactory, 
1780’ in The Silver Society Journal,  Autumn 1998, no.10, p.78.  The Act establishing 
Birmingham and Sheffield Assay Offices forbade striking letters (which look like assay marks) 
on anything made to look like silver, and was modified in 1784 to allow marks which did not 
imitate the assay device for sterling silver, Clifford, 1999, p.248.  
242 Clifford, 1999, pp.247-8. 
243 P.J. Corfield with Serena Kelly, ‘ ‘Giving directions to the town’: the early town directories’, 
Urban History Yearbook, 1984, p.25. 
244 Church and Godley, ‘The Emergence of Modern Marketing’ in Church and Godley (eds.) 
Emergence of Modern Marketing, London and Portland, 2003 argue for a nineteenth century 
emergence.  Those who suggest an earlier adoption of branding include Koehn on 
Wedgwood and Paul Duguid, ‘Developing the Brand: The Case of Alcohol, 1800-1880’, 
Enterprise & Society, Vol.4 No.3 pp.405-441. 
245 Styles, 1993, p.542; Susan Lambert, Pattern and Design: Designs for the Decorative Arts 
1480-1980, London, 1993, p.24. 
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‘legible to customers across Europe’, they stood for the particular qualities of 

the product of each forge and the common British name for some of these 

brands was based on what was visible on the bar.246  This symbol had various 

meanings to different users, in the case of ‘Hoop L’ iron from Leufsta, it 

showed the Swedish government officials who should pay the toll; to the staff 

at the forge it was a source of pride in their work; and to customers in 

Birmingham and Sheffield it meant consistency, iron that would convert to 

good steel.247  Evans has further suggested that Ambrose Crowley, the 

ironmaster who established a large-scale works on the Tyne, built a brand that 

far outlived him.  Blister steel was usually known by the iron from which it was 

made, not by the manufacturer, but Crowley steel was marketed into the 

nineteenth century.248  The use of the manufacturer’s name signified reliable, 

quality steel and inspired trust in the purchaser, a technique that Boulton 

sought to emulate, perhaps inspired by Crowley of whom he would have been 

aware through Crowley’s links with the Lloyd family.249   

 

The creation of brands has been associated with the development of 

centralised supply to larger markets, which is exactly what Boulton, 

Wedgwood and others were doing, but earlier than is sometimes recognised.  

This centralisation meant moving away from known and trusted local suppliers 

                                            
246 Bars from Leufsta, marked with an ‘L’ in a circle, were known to British users as ‘Hoop L’, 
those from Österby as ‘bullet iron’ because the mark was two touching circles, Evans and 
Rydén, 2007, p.62.  Chris Evans and Göran Rydén, ‘Iron marks as early brand names: 
Swedish iron in the Atlantic market during the eighteenth century’, paper given at XIV. 
International Economic History Congress, Helsinki, 2006 
247 Evans and Rydén, 2006. 
248 Chris Evans, Paper given at "L'acier en Europe avant Bessemer" at the Conservatoire 
National des Arts et Métiers, Paris, December 2005.  To be published in conference 
proceedings, Perez and Verna (ed.), L'acier en Europe avant Bessemer, forthcoming.  I am 
grateful to Chris Evans for letting me have a copy of this paper. 
249 See p. 42. 
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who needed repeat business, so could not be seen to be taking too much 

profit or supplying poor quality goods.  As markets widened and suppliers 

competed for custom they needed to find ways to differentiate their product 

from that of a rival.  Consumers wanted to reduce the risks of buying luxury 

items, so were looking for goods that would be recognised by their peers as 

tasteful.  The successful use of a brand builds trust in its full range of 

products.  Once consumers had confidence in a producer or retailer they 

recommended them to friends; successful firms were those that had managed 

to convince enough of polite society that their designs either conformed to or 

established taste.250   

 

Boulton was developing national and international markets, and needed to 

distinguish his products from the other metalwares being made in Birmingham 

which had a poor reputation.251  He employed a number of different 

promotional tactics; he sent travellers out with patterns and drawings, used 

agents, and set up a showroom at Soho.   He held sales in London, admitted 

visitors to the factory in the hope that they would make purchases, sought 

patronage from the fashionable and well-known, and sent objects out 

speculatively.252   Many of these methods were not unusual or innovative.  

Other manufacturers admitted visitors to their factories; the Earl of 

Shelburne’s visit to Birmingham in May 1766 included John Taylor’s 

workshops, a watch warehouse and gunshops as well as Soho.253  Henry 

Clay, the Birmingham papier-mâché maker presented a sedan chair to Queen 
                                            
250 Craske, 1999, p.207. 
251 Soho’s location outside but close to Birmingham was probably useful here, he could 
associate or disassociate himself with it in turn, whichever proved most advantageous. 
252 Robinson, 1963; Goodison, 2002, pp.158-180. 
253 Jones in Mason (ed.) 2009, p.71. 
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Charlotte.254  Samuel Garbett told Lord Lansdowne in 1789 that Birmingham 

merchants had achieved success in export by ‘resorting to every principal 

Town with their patterns’.255 

 

Josiah Wedgwood also had global ambitions, writing to his partner Thomas 

Bentley that he wished to be ‘Vase Maker General to the Universe’.256  By the 

time of his death in 1795 he was worth £500,000, was potter to the Queen 

and had sold throughout the world.257  His goods were more expensive than 

those of his rivals, generally two to three times the price as he had, unlike 

Boulton, made the conscious decision not to compete on price, ‘it has always 

been my aim to improve the quality of the articles of my manufacture, rather 

than to lower their price’.  He priced at what he thought the nobility would 

pay.258  Wedgwood sought advice on the best method of costing from Boulton 

in 1774, providing a detailed breakdown of expenses, but Boulton sometimes 

failed to consider what his products cost to make in order to ensure that those 

expenses were covered.259  He could see the value of a loss leader, an item 

sold at a loss to attract customers, one that brought prestige, fashionable 

status or encouraged other orders.  However, his business’s everyday 

                                            
254 Hopkins 1984, p.46. 
255 Jones, 2008, p.45 Lansdowne had been the Earl Of Shelburne. 
256 Young, p.102. 
257 Neil McKendrick, ‘Josiah Wedgwood: An Eighteenth-Century Entrepreneur in 
Salesmanship and Marketing Techniques’, The Economic History Review, New Series, Vol. 
12, No.3 (1960), pp.408, 433; Berg, 2005, pp.142-5.  McKendrick suggests Wedgwood began 
work in an industry where most of the goods were sold in local markets but this has been 
challenged by Weatherill, 1971 and Weatherill, 1986 who makes it clear that Wedgwood was 
building on, and expanding, an established practice of selling beyond those local markets. 
258 McKendrick, 1960, p.410. 
259 V.W. Bladen, ‘The Wedgwood Papers’, Bulletin of the Business Historical Society, Vol. 1, 
No. 8. (July 1927), pp.13-14.  See for example BAH3782/12/72/4 John Scale to MB 28 Jan 
1773; BAH3782/12/72/58 John Scale to MB 9 Apr 1785.  However John Fothergill frequently 
reported that customers for the toys thought the prices too high, see for example 
BAH3782/12/60/2 John Fothergill to MB 7 May 1762; BAH3782/12/72/3 John Fothergill to MB 
8 May 1762. 
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costings were often chaotic.260  Wedgwood too, used loss leaders; Catherine 

the Great’s Frog service was uneconomical to produce but had huge 

advertising potential and was displayed in London before it was sent to 

Russia.261 

 

Wedgwood applied many similar techniques to Boulton; he sought patronage, 

used salesmen, sent out printed illustrations, dealt direct with foreign and 

domestic retailers, and around 80 per cent of his output went to European 

markets in 1784.262  He had showrooms at Etruria, in London, Bath, Liverpool 

and Dublin.263  He encouraged artists like Joseph Wright, Romney and 

Stubbs to include his wares in their paintings.  Boulton approached archit

to encourage them to use his goods in their buildings as well as designing fo

him.

ects 

r 

                                           

264  Architects carried prestige; architecture had a major influence on all 

aspects of design, particularly furniture, upholstery and interior decoration.  It 

was an essential part of a gentleman’s education, so both men worked with 

architects on design, Wedgwood noting that they could act as ‘godparents’ to 

manufacturer’s products.265  Both used technical skills and the development 

of new materials to gain an edge over competitors.266  Both men kept a 

watchful eye on fashion, introducing new products to keep in vogue, 

 
260 Goodison, 1990, p.225; Clifford, 1999, p.249; Hopkins 1984, p.51; Kenneth Quickenden, 
‘Boulton and Fothergill Silver: business plans and miscalculations’, Art History, Vol.3, No.3 
Sept 1980, pp.274-94.  Boulton was not alone in his problems with costings, Scott notes a 
‘need amongst manufacturers for all kinds of published information about numerical 
calculations’ outlining methods of calculation and bookkeeping as well as providing tables of 
calculations, leading to the production of titles such as The Birmingham Ready Calculator in 
1778 which provided tables of discounts, Scott, pp.147-9. 
261 McKendrick, 1960, pp.413-4, 421. 
262 Berg, 2005, pp.143-5. 
263 McKendrick, 1960, p.420. 
264 McKendrick, 1960, p.416, Robinson, 1963, pp.56-7; Quickenden, 1990, pp.64-67. 
265 Fox in McCalman (ed.), p.232; Smiles, p.171; Quickenden, 1990, pp.64-5. 
266 McKendrick, 1960, pp.408-9. 

     63



Wedgwood commenting once that ‘Fashion is infinitely superior to merit in 

many respects’, adding that if you had a ‘favourite child’ you wanted the public 

to take notice of ‘you have only to make proper choice of sponcers.’267  

Boulton told Elizabeth Montagu that ‘Fashion hath much to do in these things

so he was happy to copy Grecian style ornaments, ‘making new combination

of old ornaments without presuming to inven

’ 

s 

t new ones.’268   

                                           

 

Boulton and Wedgwood sought patronage from the monarchy, nobility, 

connoisseurs and the fashionable.269  It was crucial that this was well 

reported, a court report on the Prince of Wales and his sisters wearing Soho 

shoe latchets on his birthday concluded that a debt of gratitude was due ‘from 

the ingenious artist to the arbiters of taste and fashion, when they are so 

patriotic in their patronage.’270  Wedgwood sent unsolicited parcels of his 

pottery to members of the German aristocracy in 1771, each with a letter 

advertising his products and an invoice.  Of the one thousand parcels sent out 

all but three had been paid for in full two years later.271  Boulton fared less 

successfully - the sidereal clock was sent to Catherine of Russia speculatively 

after it had failed to sell at auction, but was returned.272   

 

 
267 McKendrick, 1960, p.412; Berg, 2005 p.43.  Lubbock, pp.222-3 suggests that this was a 
sour remark based on commercial reality rather than something he actually believed, that the 
firm had not persuaded architects to promote their new jasperware so it initially sold badly. 
268 Nicholas Goodison, ‘Ormolu Ornaments’ in Mason (ed.), 2009, p.32; BAH3782/12/23/215, 
MB to Elizabeth Montagu, 16 Jan. 1772. 
269 McKendrick, 1960, p.412. 
270 Langford, Vol.II, p.42. 
271 Koehn, pp.32-3, 354 n.117. 
272 Goodison in Mason, 2009, p.175. 
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Both men used catalogues and printed sheets of patterns, formal advertising 

and puffery, the insertion of anonymous articles in the press.273  Josiah 

Wedgwood told Boulton in 1767 that he sent ‘engraved prints’ abroad to 

advertise his wares.274  He sent out catalogues in French in 1773 and in 

German, Italian, Dutch and Russian the following year.  Great pains were 

taken to ensure secrecy which suggests they were a new approach.275  

Printed images were also used by Boulton and Fothergill, Fothergill’s letters 

discuss the production of engraved cards or patterns which were used to 

show designs to potential customers without having to carry examples of all of 

them, or tie up capital in their production.276  Some of these cards were 

engraved by Benjamin Green (c.1739-1798); originally from Halesowen, he 

was Drawing Master at Christ’s Hospital, but this was only for a few 

afternoons a week so he was obliged to take on freelance work.277  Boulton 

chose to use Green as Fothergill wrote that he had found several engravers in 

the neighbourhood of Aldersgate Street, but that if Boulton preferred Green, 

Fothergill would attempt to find him.278  Green worked from drawings provided 

by Soho and delivered to him by Fothergill.  The arrangement continued until 

at least 1766.279  Later printed material would become more sophisticated, 

                                            
273 McKendrick, 1960 pp.423-4, BAH3782/12/59/36 MB to Richard Chippindall 22 Feb 1792. 
See for example BAH3782/12/24/46 Alexander Small to MB, 22 Jul. 1775. 
274 Snodin, 1987, n. 4, credited to Ken Quickenden. 
275 McKendrick, 1960, p.430; Berg, 2005.  One of the problems with issuing catalogues is 
clear from BAH3782/12/41/212 Draft agreement. Mr. Alston’s plan for making merchants 
honest, Jun 1796. which deals with the problem of merchants selling inferior copies of 
designs taken from pattern cards. 
276 Various letters mention these cards, see especially BAH3782/12/60/2 JF to MB 7 May 
1762; Quickenden, 1990, p.56. 
277 Timothy Clayton, ‘Benjamin Green’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 26 June 2007; 1951 
Festival Exhibition of Pictures by the Eighteenth-century Halesowen Artists James, Amos and 
Benjamin Green, Council House Halesowen, Halesowen, 1951, pp.42-3. 
278 BAH3782/12/60/3 JF to MB 8 May 1762.  Boulton knew Benjamin’s elder brother Amos as 
a young man, see catalogue 24. 
279 BAH3782/12/60/42 JF to MB 20 Mar 1766. 
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Boulton wrote of giving out books of designs in Holland in 1779.280  In 1790 

Hodges sent Boulton a book of prints, each pattern numbered and priced, and 

a list specifying discounts.  He added the ‘book is proper for abroad or a 

London merchant’s, but should not be shown to shopkeepers, as the prices of 

the same, and the discounts, are different to them’.281  At times Boulton and 

Wedgwood combined to undertake marketing: in 1783 and 1788 cases of 

earthenware samples from Wedgwood were sent to Germany via Soho where 

Boulton added books of drawings and hardware samples.282 

 

Wedgwood, like Boulton, was seeking to create a brand.  He had purchased 

the Ridgehouse estate in 1767 but did not retain the original name of the site.  

He renamed it Etruria because Etruscan art was at the time considered the 

finest in antiquity and he was experimenting with encaustic painting in what 

was thought to be the Etruscan style.283  In this one move Wedgwood 

established his classical credentials and a memorable name.  Boulton 

probably experienced then, as now, confusion with Soho in London.284  

Wedgwood also made sure that his name was associated with his products.  

In the mid-eighteenth century only a few luxury goods were known by the 

name of their manufacturer, like Chippendale or Meissen.  Potters did not 

generally mark their products until the 1770s, and those who did tended to 

                                            
280 BAH3782/12/108/17 MB Notebook 1779; Snodin, 1987, pp.25-32. 
281 BAH3782/12/63/47 John Hodges to MB in London, 19 Jun. 1790 
282 Berg, 2005, p.145. 
283 King-Hele, p.78.  The first vases thrown at Etruria displayed the statement Artes Etruriæ 
Renascuntur, the arts of Etruria are revived.  In fact the vases which inspired Wedgwood 
were later found not to be from Etruria so the name is not as appropriate as Wedgwood 
believed, Geoffrey Willis, Wedgwood, London, 1980 p.40; Fox, in McCalman (ed.), 1999, 
p.233. 
284 Soho, Handsworth has sometimes been taken for Soho, London by modern authors and 
collectors, Anne Clifford, Cut Steel and Berlin Iron Jewellery, Bath, 1971, p.23 suggests that 
Boulton’s first factory was in London, moving to Birmingham by 1775 for unknown reasons. 
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use marks or symbols.  Wedgwood stamped his own name into the base of 

his products, and by 1772 everything made at Etruria carried the name of 

Wedgwood.285   With silver, Boulton was restrained by the legal requirements 

of assay marks which had to be registered, but did manage to attach his name 

to some products.286 

 

As has been suggested, another element of the development of a brand 

identity was the experience of those people who came to see the 

manufactory.  Visitors were allowed to see the range of products, some of the 

production processes and to experience the elegant and tasteful Principal 

Building for themselves.  Those visitors then disseminated descriptions of 

Soho over which Boulton had no control.  It was therefore essential that 

everything possible was done to ensure that the visit conveyed the messages 

that Boulton required about Soho and its products.  The Principal Building 

would have been the first thing that visitors saw, placed as it was facing the 

approach from the Birmingham to Wolverhampton road.  Having spent so 

much money on the building it was logical to develop its use as a symbol of 

Soho in order to pull together the diverse output.  That building signified an 

enterprise of taste and stood for solidity and permanence, it suggested an 

established firm with capital available, which was expected to remain in 

business for some considerable time to come.  In fact the capital was 

                                            
285 Koehn, p.33.  However, as Evans has shown, Ambrose Crowley’s steel was known by his 
name many years before Wedgwood’s use of his name, Evans, 2005. 
286 For instance, some but by no means all, shoe buckles, BMAG1934F45 is stamped Boulton 
and Smiths. The steam engines had plaques bearing the name Boulton and Watt.  Boulton’s 
assay marks always contained his initials so they were distinctive although they could not 
carry his full name. 
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borrowed and there were many times when the business was on the verge of 

collapse, but this was well hidden.287   

 

The kinds of meanings for the Principal Building that have been outlined 

above were relatively easy for contemporaries to read, others had to be 

signposted and reinforced.  The architecture drew on that of the country 

house, so the building was not immediately apparent as a factory in its early 

years.  Viewers had to be made to understand that this was a factory where a 

wide range of products were made.  This was undertaken through personal 

visits to the site, but also through the controlled dissemination of images.  

These were representations of the Principal Building with associated captions 

and descriptions which informed the viewer, anchoring specific messages and 

linking the names of Boulton and Soho to the symbol, the elegant classical 

building.  Each of these images was considered in relation to the intended 

viewers and the messages it was hoped they would take from the image, so a 

variety of views and accompanying texts were produced, each tailored to a 

specific audience.  Over time these combined to develop the Principal 

Building as a recognisable shorthand for Boulton and Soho.  Having taken the 

time to create the building, Boulton ensured that he was able to depict it to its 

full advantage.  The trained and talented designers at, and associated with, 

Soho not only meant he could produce elegant products, but also enabled him 

to portray his factory in the same manner.  The increasing levels of 

sophistication which were applied to this will be explored by considering each 

                                            
287 J.E. Cule, The Financial History of Matthew Boulton 1759-1800, Master of Commerce 
thesis, University of Birmingham, 1935; Hopkins, 1984. 
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image, its context and the motivations for its production where these can be 

discovered. 

 

 

Earliest representations of Soho 

 

Indications of the production of an image of the manufactory are first found in 

a bill from the London surveyor and architect William Jupp (1734-1788).288  

Jupp was brought in to measure some of the building work, presumably as a 

result of the dispute with William Wyatt over escalating costs.  In October 

1768 he was  

Drawing the Fair Front for Mr Rooker to engrave from which he did & 
the whole in Perspective & Designs for the Center in Back part of the 
Manufactory attending on Mr Rooker with the Drawings 9 Days about’ 
at a cost of £5 5s.289 
 

This may have been the engraver Edward Rooker (1724-74) who specialised 

in architectural and topographical views, and had provided illustrations for 

books by the architect James Stuart, who Boulton knew.290  While in London 

Boulton asked his wife to send him the drawings for ‘Rooker ye engraver’.291  

 

These drawings were probably produced for a history of Staffordshire planned 

by Rev. Thomas Feilde (fl.1768-1781).292   Erasmus Darwin told Feilde in 

                                            
288 Howard Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects 1600-1840, London, 1978. 
289 Colvin; BAH3782/12/23/128 William Jupp to MB 25 May 1769. 
290 It is unlikely to have been his son, Michael Angelo Rooker (1746-1801) as suggested by 
Yale’s editor in Loggie in Mason (ed.), 2009, p.24.  In 1769 he was a student at the newly 
founded Royal Academy, Patrick Conner, Michael Rooker in Oxford DNB online, accessed 7 
Apr 2010; Patrick Conner, Edward Rooker in Oxford DNB online, accessed 24 June 2007; 
Patrick Conner, Michael Angelo Rooker 1746-1801, London, 1984, p.20. 
291 BAH3782/16/1/33 MB to Mrs Ann Boulton, 7 Oct 1768. 
292 Thomas Feilde, Prospectus for A General History of Staffordshire, 1768. 
www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk, accessed 7 Apr 2010. 
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1768, ‘I know no curiosity in this county so worthy your attention as Mr 

Boulton’s works at Soho’.293  Feilde wrote to Boulton in 1769 to thank him for 

encouraging his work by making a present of a print of ‘your buildings at 

Soho.’  He proposed to print seven hundred and fifty copies of his book, so 

asked Boulton to order the same number of prints from Mrs Wright, a printer in 

Chancery Lane, London.  He provided the text for the inscription at the bottom 

of the plate: 

‘To ________  this view of ________  engraved at his Expence is 
dedicated by his most obliged humble servant Thos Feilde.’294 

 
As Boulton was to meet the whole cost of the engraving and the printing, 

inclusion in the volume must have been something he felt was advantageous.  

He could see that it would reinforce the status of his manufactory as one of 

the foremost in Staffordshire and could bring his manufactory, its products and 

technical innovations to the notice of a new audience; it could provide 

valuable marketing for him.  By 1770 Feilde thought there was little probability 

of being able to proceed with his history and sought to sell some of his 

research papers in order to return subscription money he had received.295  

His papers were later acquired by Stebbing Shaw who used some of the 

material, including Darwin’s written description but not the illustration of Soho

(which had expanded considerably by then), in his History of Staffordshire 

published some thirty years later and discussed in chapter

 

 three.296 

                                           

 

 
293 Stebbing Shaw, History of Staffordshire, Vol.II, Part 1, London, 1801, p.117. 
294 BAH3782/1/18/7 Thomas Feilde to MB 5 Jul 1769. 
295 William Salt Library, Stafford, henceforth WSL SMS/439/11/3/1 Thomas Feilde to Rev. 
Unett 28 Apr 1770. 
296 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, pp.117-21.  See appendix 1.5 for the description of Soho. 
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The earliest currently known images of Soho Manufactory are a pair of small 

engravings with French and German captions (figure 8).  One shows the 

Principal Building from the front with the rest of the buildings visible behind.  

The other shows the site from the back, including the rear of the Principal 

Building.  Only one example is known, now in a nineteenth-century scrapbook 

with no clear provenance.297  It has been cut from a larger sheet so the 

original context is no longer available.  Demidowicz has dated these views as 

between 1765 and 1775 based on the buildings shown.298  The languages 

used imply that they were produced with a continental audience in mind but 

the exact manner of their intended use is not clear without further information.  

The left hand view is captioned ‘BATIMENT VÛ PAR DEVANT.’ (building seen 

from the front) with French text below explaining that the manufactory of 

Boulton and Fothergill of Birmingham make watch chains of different metals 

buckles, buttons and all sorts of hardwares.  The other view also has a French 

caption, ‘BATIMENT VÛ PAR DERRIERE’ (building seen from behind), but 

similar text in German text below.  If the text accompanying this image was in 

French only it could be argued that Boulton sought to emphasise his 

sophistication and fashionable status.  However, the presence of German in 

these early images makes it more likely that the language was included for the 

ease of an intended French or German audience, linking to Boulton’s desire 

for someone in the warehouse who spoke French and German. 

 

                                            
297 BAH82934 Collection of original letters, newspaper cuttings, portraits, views etc. relating to 
Matthew Boulton, James Watt and Soho, [1760- ] made by Samuel Timmins, Vol.1 p.59. 
298 See catalogue 1. In his essay in Dick, 2009 p.119 he dates them as c.1768 based on the 
combination of the evidence of the buildings and Jupp’s bill considered above.  
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The small size of these engravings makes it unlikely that they were the print 

presented to Feilde for inclusion in his book on Staffordshire.  This would have 

been a full page plate, printed by Mrs Wright, a specialist printer, separately 

from the text of the volume as the text was relief, the plates intaglio.  It is 

possible that, having gone to the time and expense of having a drawing made, 

Boulton looked for other ways in which to use it when Feilde failed to publish.  

These images show the ‘fair front’ and ‘back part’ of the manufactory as 

detailed in Jupp’s bill so it is likely that these smaller views were made after 

Jupp’s drawings or Rooker’s engravings.299  Multiple authors contributed to 

these small images of Soho, not just Jupp, Rooker and the engraver, but 

Boulton and those around him would have had input on how the manufactory 

was depicted and the accompanying text.  Both images emphasise the scale 

of the factory and the left-hand view shows the bustle of the working day, a 

busy factory with orders to fulfil.300  Boulton and those around him were 

beginning to explore ways to exploit the image of the manufactory, to depict it 

in ways he thought would impress his intended audience.301  Later examples 

would go on to make more ambitious claims for a beautiful building and high-

status staffage, showing the grand visitors rather than the workers. 

 

The continental market was not Boulton’s only interest, he wrote to Lord 

Dundas of his wish to ‘extend our sales in our own Country which can only be 

                                            
299 See catalogue 1 for further consideration of this. 
300 The contrast between the bustle of one view and the deserted nature of the other is 
marked.  Richard Clay has suggested, pers comm. that they may be intended to depict 
different times of day. 
301 At times in this thesis ‘Boulton’ is used as a short-hand for Boulton and those around him.  
As will be made clear these images are the work of multiple authors.  Soho staff, friends and 
business associates all exerted influence on Boulton, impacting on decisions he made about 
the depiction of his factory and himself. 
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done by the Spirit of Novelty’.302  Aware of the need to ensure the fashionable 

London customers knew of the range and quality of his products, Boulton 

contemplated a showroom in the city like that set up by Josiah Wedgwood.303  

He began to consider this in 1769, about the time of the first images of the 

manufactory and as his production of ormolu vases increased.  He discussed 

it at some length with James Adam, brother of the architect Robert Adam, but 

decided instead to hold an exhibition and auction at Christie’s saleroom in Pall 

Mall in April 1770.  This was a success and another was arranged the 

following year.304  James Keir (1735-1820), a chemist, industrialist and friend 

of Erasmus Darwin helped with arrangements.305  In a letter to Boulton he 

advised on the wording of letters to accompany the catalogue, concluding: 

I have omitted acquainting the public that such fine things are made 
upon a heath, because it might appear ostentatious of your own 
abilities, and the fertility of the soil is of no consequence in the 
production of or moulû.  Your situation within two miles of Birmingham 
cannot be thought a bad one; and if it is, people will be apt to say, why 
did you chuse it?  If you had a neat engraving of a view of your 
manufacture prefixed to your Catalogue, I think it would not be 
improper.306   
 

Keir’s exact meaning here is unclear; it could be read as suggesting that a 

picture of an object of Boulton’s manufacture, a piece of ormolu, be included 

or it may mean a view of the manufactory.  If this was the case it may be that 

                                            
302 MB to Dundas 4 Jan 1771 Robinson, 1963, p.44. 
303 Lynn Miller, ‘A Capital Venture’ in McLeod, Boyle, Blake Roberts (eds.), Josiah Wedgwood 
and the Potter’s Arts, Toronto, 1996, p.41.  For details of Boulton’s plans see Quickenden, 
1990, pp.65-66, 69-70. 
304 The plans for a London showroom predate those for the showroom at Soho which was not 
opened until the summer of 1771, Goodison, pp.167-9.   
305 Barbara M D Smith, ‘James Keir’ in Oxford DNB online accessed 25 April 2006.  Keir 
managed the manufactory in 1778 while Boulton was in Cornwall.  Having had the opportunity 
to study the accounts during this time he refused a partnership with Boulton in 1779, G to 
P&F, James Keir. 
306 BAH3782/12/65/2 James Keir to MB [1 Apr 1771]. 
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Keir was aware that a suitable drawing already existed. However, no 

illustrations are associated with the sale catalogue.307 

 

Around the same time Boulton also began to exploit the trade directory as a 

marketing tool.  The manufacturing towns of Sheffield and Birmingham were 

the first outside London to produce these lists of names, occupations and 

addresses which made initial communication between buyer and seller 

simpler.  Such lists made it easier to find manufacturers and suppliers in these 

towns, which had a large number of small tradesmen.308  They found a market 

as handbooks among business users, travellers and visitors, but were also 

used to promote particular towns.309  The first Birmingham Directory was 

published by the printer and publisher James Sketchley in 1763, having 

advertised his intention in the London Chronicle.  A second edition of the 

Directory was published in 1764 with an advertisement appearing in Aris’s 

Birmingham Gazette, asking newcomers or those who had changed their 

situation to let him know.  No copies of these directories are known to have 

survived.310  Another edition was published in 1767 when the section on 

toymakers explained ‘an infinite variety’ of such articles was made in 

Birmingham and ‘for cheapness, Beauty, and Elegance no Place in the World 

can vie with them.’311  This was a direct challenge to the common perception 

of Birmingham goods as poor quality.  Boulton and Fothergill were listed as 
                                            
307 James Christie, Catalogue of the sale of the superb and elegant produce of Messrs 
Boulton and Fothergill’s Or moulu Manufactory, at Soho, in Staffordshire, London, 1771.  This 
sale was not a success, making about half what Boulton had hoped, Nicholas Goodison, 
catalogue entry 166 in Mason (ed.), 2009. 
308 Jane E. Norton, Guide to the National and Provincial Directories of England and Wales, 
London, 1950, pp.1, 7. 
309 Corfield and Kelly, pp.22-4. 
310 Benjamin Walker, ‘Birmingham Directories’, Transactions and Proceedings Birmingham 
Archaeological Society for the year 1934, Vol LVIII, 1937, pp.2-3. 
311 Walker, 1937, pp.3-4. 
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Merchants of Soho near Birmingham, but not as any of the other trades they 

undertook.312  An expanded directory was published by Sketchley and Adams 

in 1770 which listed Boulton and Fothergill as Merchants of Soho near 

Birmingham and Factors at Snow Hill.313  So far, the use of directories as a 

marketing method had been limited to inclusion in lists, but having begun to 

explore the potential of print-making Boulton and those around him were soon 

to look to combine these media. 

 

By 1771, Boulton’s business and reputation had grown to the extent that 

Samuel Garbett, himself a significant Birmingham manufacturer, would refer 

to him as ‘our principal manufacturer in Birmingham’.314  Boulton’s friend, 

Elizabeth Montagu (1720-1800), wrote after a visit to the manufactory: 

The pleasure I received there was not of the idle and transient kind 
which arises from merely seeing beautiful objects.  Noble tastes are 
gratified in seeing Mr. Bolton and all his admirable inventions.  To 
behold the secrets of chymistry, and the mechanick powers, so 
employ’d and exerted, is very delightful.  I consider the machines you 
have at work as so many useful working subjects to Great Britain of 
your own creation; the exquisite taste in the forms which you give them 
to work upon is another national advantage.  I had rather see my 
country in continual contention of arts than of arms.  The victories of 
Soho, over every other manufacture, instead of making widows and 
orphans, as happens even to the conquering side in war, makes 
marriages and christenings.  [...]  Go on then, sir, to triumph over the 
French in taste, and to embellish your country with useful inventions 
and elegant productions.315 

 
This letter identifies some of the themes which would recur in many of the 

later published descriptions of Soho: taste, nationalism and competition with 

                                            
312 Sketchley’s Birmingham, Wolverhampton & Walsall Directory, Third Edition, Birmingham, 
1767. 
313 Sketchley & Adam’s Tradesman’s True Guide: or an Universal Directory for 
[…]Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Walsall, Dudley & the villages in the neighbourhood […], 
Birmingham, 1770. 
314 BAH3782/12/61/3 Samuel Garbett to Bamber Gascoyne, 22 Dec 1771. 
315 BAH3782/13/53/45 Elizabeth Montagu to MB, 31 Oct. 1771. 
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France.  However, the next few years were to prove turbulent for Boulton.  

Financial difficulties brought Boulton and Fothergill to the verge of bankruptcy, 

he was frequently in London lobbying for the establishment of an assay office 

in Birmingham and James Watt’s steam engine distracted him from his 

original business.316  None of this stopped him exploring and encouraging 

new techniques and processes, including those used to produce printed 

imagery.  Before returning to the trade directory as a marketing tool, he 

focussed on the production of an innovative single sheet aquatint, a technique 

which had been developed in France and was little used in Britain at the 

me.317   

oulton & Fothergill Située a Soho prés de Birmingham 

t 

 

o, 

                                           

ti

 

 

B

 

This aquatint (figure 9) not only made visual claims regarding the beauty of 

the manufactory and the elegance of its visitors, but was also at the forefron

of the technical development of the aquatint process in Britain.  The artist, 

Francis Eginton (1736/7-1805) probably came to Soho around 1764, and by 

1771 was chief designer.  In 1773 Boulton sent him to London where he was

to look for design ideas, visit members of the aristocracy, and the architects 

Robert Mylne and James Paine.  Eginton undertook a variety of work at Soh

 
316 Jones, 2008, p.50; Baggot in Dick (ed.), 2009; Dickinson, pp.75-132; Demidowicz in Dick 
(ed.), 2009, p.120; Hopkins, 1989, pp.86-7. 
317 Aquatint is an intaglio form of etching which allows a tonal effect so can reproduce 
watercolours.  Areas of the plate which are not to be etched are protected by stopping-out 
varnish if they are to remain white, or an aquatint ground which allows the acid to bite a fine 
crazed pattern of etched lines which print to give the effect of a wash.  Pure aquatint cannot 
produce lines so is often combined with an etched line, Craig Hartley, ‘Aquatint’ in Grove Art 
Online, accessed 28 April, 2008; Antony Griffiths, Prints and Printmaking: An Introduction to 
the history and techniques, revised edition, London, 2004, pp.89-90.  
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including design, modelling, chasing, engraving, painting, calculating costs, 

and liaising with customers.  He was taken into partnership by Boulton and 

Fothergill by 1776.  That partnership was terminated in 1778, by which tim

Eginton was experimenting with the mechanical paintings process an

separate partnership was formed for this later that year.

e 

d a 

rom 

 on a 

rgill’s metal and other wares, but were also 

volved in printmaking.321 

 

ys later he sent the plate along with Eginton’s instructions 

regard

 

to a proper man to print them; if he directs you to Ryley he is not the 

                                           

318  It proved 

unprofitable and Boulton ended the partnership in 1780.  Soon afterwards 

Eginton left, setting up as a glass painter at Prospect Hill House not far f

Soho.319  His brother John (d.1796) was also employed by Boulton and 

Fothergill by 1768 in a variety of fields.320  The brothers not only worked

range of Boulton and Fothe

in

 

In 1773 Francis Eginton was working on an illustration of the Principal 

Building.  John Scale wrote to Boulton in London ‘Mr Eginton has finished the

plate of the Building and has succeeded I believe as well as he expected or 

better.’322  A few da

ing printing. 

[…] our Press has not power enough nor is it in good order, therefore
they cannot be printed properly at home, Mr. Val Green will direct you 

 
318 This was a method of copying oil paintings.  The exact process remains unclear, David 
Saunders and Antony Griffiths, Two ‘mechanical’ oil paintings after de Loutherbourg: history 
and technique, paper presented at conference Studying Old Master Paintings: Technology 
and Practice, National Gallery, London, 16-18 September 2009, forthcoming; Barbara 
Fogarty, Matthew Boulton and Francis Eginton’s Mechanical Paintings: Production and 
Consumption 1777 to 1781, MPhil thesis, University of Birmingham, 2010. 
319 Kenneth Quickenden, ‘Boulton & Fothergill’s silversmiths’ in Quickenden, 2009, pp.343, 
352-3.  At times in this thesis Francis Eginton is referred to as Francis Eginton senior in order 
to differentiate him from his nephew, Francis Eginton junior, for whom see p.288. 
320 Kenneth Quickenden, ‘Boulton and Fothergill’s Silversmiths’, in Quickenden, 2009, pp.352-
3. Quickenden, 1990, pp.317-321. 
321 G to P&F, Francis Eginton, John Eginton, Jee & Eginton. 
322 This is more likely to be Francis than John because other works outlined below are signed 
by Francis, BAH3782/12/72/5 John Scale to MB 1 Feb 1773. 
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Man being an engraver himself; one Morgan a little hump back Ma
the best and V Green will tell you where he l

n is 
ives, but unless he is 

atch’d he will let other engravers see it.323 

Scale suggested that an honest man should stand by during printing and 

emphasised that Valentine Green (1739-1813), an engraver and publisher, 

should not be allowed to see the plate.324  Scale explained that Eginton was 

not sure of the best type of paper but the printer could advise, ‘a quarter of a 

sheet [...] will be enough both for the plate and printing a list of our articles 

under it’.  He warned that the plate should not be worn faint as it would be 

easy to repair and reiterated that Green should not be told there was anything 

to print, only asked how to contact Morgan ‘as he woud naturally expect to 

see the plate if he knew Eginton had done one.’  If it was not possible to find 

Morgan, it should be printed by a mezzotint printer.325  The secrecy and the 

careful printing required clearly indicate that this was no ordinary plate.  It is 

likely that it was the aquatint over etching of the Principal Building which was 

dated by Dickinson in 1937 as c.1781 (figure 9).326 

 

The cartographer Peter Perez Burdett (1734/5-1793) told Wedgwood’s partner 

Bentley in 1771 that he had discovered the aquatint technique.327  He 
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323 BAH3782/12/72/7 John Scale to MB 7 Feb 1773. 
324 Timothy Clayton, ‘Valentine Green’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 22 Jan 2008. 
325 BAH3782/12/72/7 John Scale to MB 7 Feb 1773.  Mezzotint plates also had to be printed 
with great care and not worn down, so the assumption seems to be that a mezzotint printer 
would take more care with the plate.  
326 Dickinson, 1937, frontispiece.  His dating was presumably based on the belief at the time 
that aquatint was not practised in Britain until Robert Adam published Le Prince’s method in 
1782.  The inclusion of Fothergill’s name in the caption meant that it could not be later than 
this as he died on 19 June 1782 and the partnership was dissolved a few days later, Boulton 
had given Fothergill formal notification that their partnership would case at the end of 1781 
but did not follow it through.  It is now clear that aquatint was being undertaken in this country 
prior to 1782 so an earlier date becomes possible for this example. Antony Griffiths, ‘Notes on 
Early Aquatint in England and France’, Print Quarterly, IV, 1987,3 pp.256-270; Archives of 
Soho Catalogue BAH3782/1 Introduction; Quickenden,1990, pp.221, 5. 
327 Paul Laxton, ‘Peter Perez Burdett’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 15 Nov 2007; Martin 
Hopkinson, ‘Printmaking and Print Collectors in the North West 1760-1800’ in (ed.) Barker 
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exhibited aquatints in 1772 using a technique which differed from the French 

method, implying that he developed the process himself.  He brushed acid 

onto an aquatint ground, only using stopping out varnish for large areas of flat 

tone.328  In 1773 he tried to sell his method as an ‘art of printing in imitation of 

paintings’, but left the country in 1774 and never returned.329  Burdett was 

known to both Boulton and Eginton, he wrote to Boulton in 1777 and in his 

closing remarks asked to be remembered to ‘Mr Eggerton and his brother’.330  

A memoir of Burdett intended for publication in The Gentleman’s Magazine 

claimed that Burdett was the first practitioner of aquatint, adding that Burdett 

and Thomas Chubbard ‘with Egginton of Birmingham began with a 

determination to pursue the study and occasionally to communicate & shew 

the different specimens they could produce &c.’331  Boulton seems to have 

been interested in, and encouraging of, these new print techniques, 

recognising the potential of using them in other ways.  The aquatint process 

appears to form an early stage in the production of mechanical paintings, 

copies of oil paintings produced at Soho by Francis Eginton.332  

                                                                                                                             
and Kidson, Joseph Wright of Derby in Liverpool, New Haven and London, 2007, p.88; Martin 
Hopkinson, ‘Burdett, Wedgwood and Bentley’, Print Quarterly, XXV, 2008, 2, p.132. 
328 Craig Hartley, ‘Aquatint’ in Grove Art Online. 
329 Griffiths, 1987, p.263. 
330 BAH3782/12/24/122 PP Burdett to MB 15 Sep 1777 incorrectly catalogued as SP Burdett. 
331 Hopkinson, 2007, p.89 quoting Matthew Gregson, Memoirs of P P Burdett late of Liverpool 
MS letter dated 20 Feb 1822. 
332 Antony Griffiths, The Mechanical Paintings of Boulton and Eginton, unpublished paper 
given at Image Multiplied Symposium, 16 Feb 1988, British Museum, London.  I am grateful 
to Antony Griffiths for allowing me to see this paper; Barbara Fogarty, Report on Mechanical 
Painting Workshop held at BMAG 27 April 2009; Saunders and Griffiths, forthcoming; 
Fogarty, 2010.  Others who undertook early experiments with aquatint and were known to 
Boulton were Francis Jukes in 1775 and Philippe Jacques de Loutherbourg in 1776, Craig 
Hartley, ‘Aquatint’ in Grove Art Online.  Jukes paid interest to Boulton and Fothergill on a 
debt, G to P&F, Francis Jukes.  He dedicated a view of the Thames to Boulton, View of the 
River Thames, the Cities of London and Westminster [...], 1804 BM1877, 069.1870, and was 
given a copy of the Sharp print of Boulton after Beechey (table 1).  De Loutherbourg provided 
oil paintings for multiplication by the mechanical paintings process, BAH3782/1/26/19 de 
Loutherbourg to Francis Eginton and Boulton and Fothergill, 17 Aug 1777.  Benjamin Green, 
who had produced engravings for Boulton and Fothergill, also experimented with different 
techniques, having produced soft ground etchings in 1771.  His brother Amos had known 
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The location of the aquatint reproduced by Dickinson is no longer known, 

though copies exist in the William Salt Collection at Stafford and in the British 

Museum without the intended list of products.333  The British Museum copy is 

one of the plates in a booklet of examples titled ‘For Miss E.V.Fothergill 

Specimen of a new method of Engraving in Imitation of Washed Drawings 

Invented at Soho Manufactory near Birmingham’.334  This was Elizabeth 

Vernon Fothergill (b.1761), the eldest child of Boulton’s business partner John 

                                                                                                                             
Boulton for many years and it is likely that he was also interested in the various reproductive 
processes being explored and helped source material to be copied and sought opinions on 
prints, John Hayes, Gainsborough as a Printmaker, New Haven and London, 1973, p.13, see 
catalogue 24. 
333 WSL, SV.VII.23a; BM 1978,1216.3.1.  The copy shown in Dickinson was with Birmingham 
Assay Office and was also reproduced by Delieb, p.28 but can no longer be traced. 
Accession records suggest there was also a copy at BMAG in the late nineteenth century but 
its current location is not known.  There is no suggestion that either of these copies included 
the list of articles. 
334 It was purchased from a London saleroom with no earlier provenance although the same 
sale two lots earlier had included a copy after de Loutherbourg’s Winter possibly an Eginton 
mechanical painting.  The booklet contains 

⋅ the plate of Soho 
⋅ bridge in an Italianate landscape with antique ruins.  Pure liftground aquatint with no 

underlying etching printed in grey/black 
⋅ the same plate printed in red 
⋅ a male figure, possibly St Francis with three maidens (possibly Chastity, Obedience 

and Poverty) inscribed ‘Engrav’d from The Original sketch in his Majesty’s Collection/ 
L. Carracci/ Fr. Eginton sculpt. Soho Bir.’ aquatint over etched lines printed in sepia 

⋅ an unsigned coastal scene with a ship at anchor and two cows and a herdsman in the 
foreground printed in black.  The curator’s notes describe the drawing as in the 
manner of Gainsborough. 

⋅ the same scene printed in sepia ink.   
⋅ a bearded man in Elizabethan costume reading.  Inscribed ‘E. Alcock invt  Fr Eginton 

ft. Soho Bm’ printed in grey-black  
⋅ the same image in sepia/brown. 
BM1978,1216.3.  British Museum Collection Database, 
www.britishmuseum.org/collection, British Museum, accessed 5 March 2009. 

A further Eginton aquatint was acquired by the British Museum in 1987.  This was after a 
drawing by William Taverner and printed from two plates in blue and black.  It is a landscape 
showing three figures on a road alongside a pool with two men fishing and is signed ‘Fr. 
Eginton Sct. Soho Birm’, purchased from a dealer with no prior provenance. 
BM1987,1003.25, British Museum Collection Database, www.britishmuseum.org/collection, 
British Museum, accessed 5 March 2009.  I am grateful to Antony Griffiths for discussion on 
these prints.  Llewellynn Jewitt suggests that a colour aquatint of cups in Josiah Wedgwood’s 
1787 catalogue was by Eginton, he also states that Eginton helped Wedgwood with ‘some 
improvements in the colours and in the body of wares’, Llewellynn Jewitt, The Wedgwoods: 
Being a Life of Josiah Wedgwood, London, 1865, pp.335, 349.  I am grateful to Alan Barnes 
for this reference. 
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Fothergill.335  Eginton was experimenting with the aquatint process, including 

printing the same plate in different colours and printing with multiple plates.  It 

is possible he was inspired by transfer printing techniques used to transfer 

images to ceramics or the metal pieces which he had japanned.336  Griffiths 

describes Eginton’s aquatints as of the Burdett type with layers brushed on, 

not stopped out so he was working on similar technical lines to Burdett.337  

The audience for aquatints was one interested in watercolours, a medium 

which aquatint was particularly well-suited to reproduce, particularly the work 

of artists like Gainsborough, who was actively sought by Amos Green to 

provide source material and to comment on Eginton’s finished prints.338  

Several of Eginton’s aquatints show such subjects.   

 

The aquatint of Soho was very different, it was created for a specific and 

separate purpose, that of promotion of the site, made clear by Scale’s plan to 

include a list of their articles.  It is likely that it was intended to draw on the 

French associations of the technique, suggesting that Soho could emulate 

France in the aquatint process as well as the production of ormolu.  The fact 

that it was captioned in French reinforces this message.  It would also have 

been intended to draw on aquatint as a modern and innovative process, 

highlighting the position of Soho at the cutting edge of technology and 

                                            
335 G to P&F Elizabeth Vernon Fothergill. 
336 Transfer printing involves transferring a printed design from an engraved copper plate onto 
paper and from that onto ceramics or enamelled copper.  The process was developed in 
1750-1 by John Brooks, an Irish engraver working in Birmingham, Berg, 2005, p.136.  It 
seems likely that this process also inspired the mechanical paintings produced by Eginton. 
337 Griffiths, 1987. 
338 Craig Hartley, Aquatint in Grove Art Online.  BAH3782/1/23/7 Amos Green to Mr Egerton 
[Eginton], Soho 11 Feb 1774; BAH3782/1/23/6 Amos Green to John Scale, Soho endorsed 5 
Feb 1774 but actually 5 March; BAH3782/1/23/10 Amos Green, Bath to Mr Scale 20 March 
1774 and BAH3782/1/23/11 Amos Green, to John Scale 30 March 1774. See catalogue 24 
for further information on Green and his relationship with Boulton. 
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fashion.  The medium in which the image was produced contributed to its 

meaning and was part of the message it conveyed.339   

 

The viewpoint is as if approaching the factory from the turnpike, coming down 

the hill with a first view of the Principal Building, the Mill Pool and the buildings 

of Rolling Mill Row.  This was particularly impressive because it had been 

designed to be so; the building had been created as a piece of theatre that 

emphasised the scale, quality and beauty of the manufactory and, by 

association, of its products.  Eginton’s depiction was a move away from the 

constructed architectural prospects of the earlier batiment vû.  Klingender 

argued that demand for topographical prints developed alongside the rise of 

topographical literature and this began with architectural ‘prospects’; portraits 

of cities and gentlemen’s country seats.340   The early topographers used a 

formulaic approach, giving detail of the main subject, often in a panorama or 

bird’s-eye view and more generalised impressions of the landscape setting.341  

The earliest views of Soho fit this formula (figure 8). 

 

This approach was soon abandoned for ‘straightforward views based on direct 

observation from a single viewpoint’, like Eginton’s view of Soho, influenced 

by Paul Sandby (1731-1809), who started his career as a draughtsman 

attached to the military survey of the Highlands.342  Klingender suggested that 

                                            
339 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Message, New York, 1967; Hal 
Foster, ‘Medium is the Market’, London Review of Books. 9 Oct 2008. 
340 Klingender, p.67. 
341 Klingender, p.64; Andrew Wilton and Anne Lyles, The Great Age of British Watercolours 
1750-1880, London, 1993, p.80.  Raeburn similarly identifies a seventeenth century 
convention of a bird’s-eye view for the main subject and a lower viewpoint for the 
surroundings which continued into the eighteenth century with series like Bucks’ prospects, 
Michael Raeburn, ‘The Frog Service and its Sources’ in Young (ed.), 1995, p.138. 
342 Klingender, pp.68-9; Wilton and Lyles, pp.80-1. 
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the demand for such drawings was increased by Wedgwood and Bentley who 

needed well over a thousand views of country mansions and gardens for the 

decoration of the Frog Service for Empress Catherine of Russia, 

commissioned in 1773.343  Although originally intended to be made up of 

views of landscape gardens and ‘Gothic’, that is ancient, buildings, the service 

also included industrial sites at Coalbrookdale, Prescot glass works, and a 

colliery.344  Views of the Bridgewater Canal, based on two of Burdett’s earliest 

aquatints and Wedgwood’s home, Etruria Hall were included, but there were 

no images of the factory at Etruria or Soho.345  Presumably, Wedgwood had 

no wish to promote Boulton who was also supplying goods to Catherine.346 

 

Eginton’s print of Soho shows a busy site, but differently from the earlier view.  

It depicts the visitors, those who have come to view the industrial processes 

and products.  Three carriages are on the forecourt or the approach, one with 

a postillion.  A fashionable couple and their dog are shown strolling across the 

forecourt, admiring the architecture of the Principal Building.  A figure stands 

below the clock of the workers’ entrance, one leans on the wall, looking out 

across the Mill Pool and another approaches the main gate on horseback.  

These are inscribed viewers who indicate part of the intended audience for the 

print, the grand visitors themselves.  Other viewers could seek to aspire to 

that status and the print would encourage them to think that they could do this 

                                            
343 Klingender, p.69.  He suggests it was commissioned in 1775 but Raeburn gives 1773.  
Raeburn, however, argues that many of the views actually used were based on existing prints 
as the expense and time needed to ‘send draftsmen all over the Kingdom to take these views’ 
was prohibitive, Raeburn, p.136. 
344 Raeburn, p.136; Young (ed.), 1995, catalogue entries G82-85, G253-4, G258. 
345 Young, catalogue entries G255-6; Raeburn, Voronikhina and Nurnberg (eds.) The Green 
Frog Service, London, 1995. 
346 Goodison, 2002, p.408. 
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by purchasing goods from Soho.  It would also help them to believe that they 

would come into contact with that elite group if they visited Soho.  Working 

people can be seen; later images would see them removed completely as the 

images became more explicitly targeted towards potential customers.  A 

young boy holds open the main gate for a carriage, a man wheels a barrow 

down the side of the Mill Pool, another punts a boat, a workman or a gardener 

rather than a leisure activity on the pool.  A functional closed cart, perhaps 

containing finished products or raw materials is to the left of the view, 

contrasting with the fine carriages.  The light source is to the left, light is falling 

on the main façade of the Principal Building, making it the focal point of the 

view.  A low viewpoint is selected to give emphasis to the size of the Principal 

Building in contrast to the high viewpoint of the earlier views which 

emphasised the number of buildings on the site.  Instead, Eginton included 

the buildings of Rolling Mill Row on the right to show the size of the site that 

extended behind the façade of the Principal Building.  An idea of the 

surroundings is given with the forecourt, pool and foreground vegetation, 

some indication of trees to the left of the Principal Building, tethered grazing 

animals and hills in the distance on the right.  The emphasis is clearly on the 

factory.  As Boulton developed and improved the surrounding parkland this 

would come to be considered a vital part of the image of Soho and would be 

depicted in greater detail.347 

 

It is not clear exactly how this print was intended to be used.  John Scale 

wrote of printing it on a quarter sheet with a list of their articles underneath, so 

                                            
347 The development of the park is considered in chapter two. 
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one of its intended uses was evidently as a piece of promotional print, but no 

copy with such a list is known.348  It seems likely that whatever the intent, 

relatively few copies of the image were produced as only two copies are 

known at present.349  Like the earlier image, the French title could suggest a 

continental audience, but the print could also be viewed by a British audience 

who would assign it additional meanings based on the French caption, 

drawing on the view of French as a cultured language.  It could imply that the 

fashionable and tasteful French were interested in the products of Soho.  A 

knowledge of French prints and style was assumed in forms of advertising 

such as the early 1760s trade card of the London chemist, Richard Siddall 

which was based on the painting La Pharmacie by Jacques de la Joue.  

French forms such as rocaille cartouches, made accessible through pattern 

books, were used in English trade cards more frequently than in French 

examples, so there is some evidence for advertisements drawing on the 

understanding and connotations of French style.350  At about the same as the 

aquatint of Soho was produced a similar image, printed in an established 

technique, appeared in Boulton’s most sophisticated use of a trade directory 

so far.  There were subtle differences between the content of these images, 

indicating that each was intended to convey particular messages to those who 

viewed them. 

 

 

                                            
348 BAH3782/12/72/7 John Scale to MB 7 Feb 1773. 
349 As indicated above, note 334, other copies would appear to have existed but their present 
whereabouts are unclear.  Prints from Eginton’s original plate should not be confused with the 
later reworking, catalogue 26, copies of which are at BMAG and BAH. 
350 Maxine Berg and Helen Clifford, ‘Selling Consumption in the Eighteenth Century: 
Advertising and the Trade Card in Britain and France’, Cultural and Social History, Vol.4, 
Issue 2, 2007, pp.159-64.   
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Swinney’s Directory 

 

On 15 March 1773 an advertisement was placed in Aris’ Birmingham Gazette 

by Myles Swinney (1738-1812), a letter-founder, bookseller, printer, stationer 

and publisher who had been trained by Boulton’s friend, John Baskerville.351  

Swinney sold Boulton books, carried advertisements and undertook printing 

for him.352  He announced that 

This Day was published, Price Two Shillings, Neatly bound in Red 
Leather, and embellished with a North-East View of the Soho, neatly 
engraved on Copper.  The New Birmingham Directory; and Gentleman 
and Tradesman’s Compleat Memorandum Book.  Containing a brief 
Description of the Town of Birmingham […] A concise Account of that 
celebrated Manufactory, the Soho.353 

 
The view of Soho was placed before the frontispiece, folded into thirds (figure 

10).  It was specifically mentioned on the title page, as was the ‘concise 

account’.   The inclusion of a plate, the only illustration in the volume, showing 

one of the more famous manufactories was a new development and one 

which meant that Soho was the business that would stand out most to readers 

of the directory.354   The selection of Soho, actually outside Birmingham, as 

the illustrated business may suggest that the idea was one Boulton developed 

                                            
351 Charles Pye, The Birmingham Directory for 1788 […] by Charles Pye, Birmingham; Scott, 
2007, pp.87-8. 
352 Various bills, for example BAH3782/6/192/34 18 Apr-30 May 1776; BAH3782/6/192/41 27 
Nov 1777; BAH3782/6/194/31 and 32 29 July 1791.  His type foundry is illustrated in figure 
31.  British Book Trade Index, henceforth BBTI, University of Birmingham 
www.bbti.bham.ac.uk/, Miles Swinney. 
353 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 15 March 1773, quoted in Walker, 1937, p.15. 
354 Pye’s New Directory for […] Birmingham, Birmingham, 1785 would have a plan of 
Birmingham folded into the frontispiece, a more useful inclusion in a directory than a picture of 
a factory. The only illustration contained within that volume was of Harts Hotel and Swan Inn 
drawn by Hollins and engraved by Hancock. This advertisement upset other innkeepers in the 
town and Pye responded in Aris that he had offered to insert any advertisements sent to him 
and this was the only one he had received, Walker, 1937, p.19.  No evidence has been found 
of a similar response to the plate of Soho. 
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with Swinney who was considered a printer of ‘considerable initiative’. 355  It is 

possible that Boulton paid a premium for such coverage, but Soho’s position 

within the volume highlights its importance to the local economy.  The 

directory was also sold in London and Coventry and the cost of two shillings 

meant that it was accessible to a range of customers.356  It is likely that 

businesses were charged for inclusion in order to subsidise the production of 

the volume and that they saw it as an affordable form of advertising. 

 

The illustration takes a similar view to the aquatint, from the approach road, 

with the focus on the Principal Building, showing Rolling Mill Row to 

emphasise the scale of the enterprise.   Again, fashionable carriages were 

shown on the forecourt, although not as grand as those in the aquatint.  The 

couple with their dog are no longer shown.  Two figures on horseback 

approach the gate, one pointing towards the Principal Building.   Working 

people still appeared in this picture, holding the gate open and another by the 

worker’s entrance.  A water trough or step is in front of the Principal Building 

to assist the large number of visitors and their horses.  As in the aquatint the 

clock above the workers entrance is shown clearly, again suggesting that 

Boulton and his workforce were organised and delivered on time.  A figure 

leans out of one of the windows of the central section of the building, pointing 

towards the carriage on the forecourt, looking out for the important visitors.  

The plate includes some staffage very similar to the aquatint which may 

suggest they are by the same artist, but the aquatint printing process would 

                                            
355 John Money, Experience and Identity: Birmingham and the West Midlands 1760-1800, 
Manchester, 1977, p.59. 
356 Myles Swinney, The New Birmingham Directory; and Gentleman and Tradesman’s 
Compleat Memorandum, Birmingham, 1773, frontispiece. 
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have been too expensive and time-consuming to use in a trade directory, so a 

more established printing technique was used.357 

 

Boulton and Fothergill were listed in the Birmingham section of the Directory 

as Manufacturers and Merchants, at Soho and Snow Hill.  The preface noted: 

‘Soho, in a more particular manner seems to merit the public Attention’ and 

gives a page and a half written description which drew attention to the 

illustration and went on to praise the thousand workmen working in ‘a great 

variety of Branches’.358  The text highlighted France as a source of ideas and 

design, and as a rival.  The ‘emulation and taste’ of the ‘Natives’ of Soho and 

‘parts adjacent’ were noted, as were the mechanical devices which saved time 

and labour, and formed the link between ‘taste and Elegance of Design’, now 

‘happily united’ with ‘Mechanism and Chymistry’.  Well-designed and well-

made products were marketed to the wealthy as a mark of social distinction in 

the hope that this would attract those further down the social scale to the 

products of Soho.359  The technological advances of the firm were used as a 

further selling point, the ‘ingenious mechanical contrivances’ were one of the 

aspects of the site that particularly appealed to visitors, but also signified cost-

efficient production.  The combination of technology and taste were exactly 

the themes that Boulton wished to emphasise, they would recur for over forty 

years.  The heath that Keir had considered unimportant reappeared to show 

the conquering of nature.360  The writer concluded that although the number 

                                            
357 See catalogue 2 for further visual analysis and discussion regarding the artist. 
358 The text is given in full in appendix 1.1. 
359 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, translated by 
Richard Nice, Cambridge, M.A., 1984; Tom Gretton, ‘Distinction. A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste’, Oxford Art Journal, 8.2, 1985, pp.63-7. 
360 See p.73. 
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of people in the parish had doubled, the Poor Rates had reduced, ‘which is 

very striking instance of the good effects of Industry.’

a 

                                           

361 

 

Image and text combined to suggest that industry was good and poverty was 

expensive, but could be countered by the effects of industry.  They highlighted 

the calibre of visitor to the site and depicted some of the working people while 

hinting at the ‘thousand workmen’ hidden inside.  They expressed the taste 

and elegance of the Principal Building, and by association, of its output.  The 

pool to the side and the open land behind the manufactory suggest that this is 

not part of an urban streetscape, the caption A Perspective View of Soho 

Manufactory near Birmingham makes this clear.  Swinney’s 1773 directory 

was the first time an image of the manufactory had been used in conjunction 

with such a long written description.  Each had to be able to stand alone in 

case they were separated, but the text anchored the messages of the image 

and relayed others; it pointed the reader towards some specific interpretations 

of the image and added further information to encourage the viewer to think 

about other aspects of the site not visible.362  It provided additional information 

about the Poor Rates, the technological advances, the rank of the customers 

and emphasised the range of goods made there.  It was, for the first time, 

providing detailed information on the site alongside an image of the Principal 

Building standing as a symbol for the whole enterprise. 

 

The main audience for Swinney’s publication was businessmen who needed 

to make contacts within the city.  For this audience the fashionable and 
 

361 Although it is possible that this is a very early reference to the Insurance Society (see 
catalogue 3) it is more likely to be related to the number of people employed. 
362 Barthes, trans. Heath, 1977, pp.38-41.  For anchoring and relaying see p.22. 
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glamorous nature of the visitors has been scaled back, although it was still 

important to show them as they were part of the market that could be reached 

through the directory.  Again this view had multiple authors, the artist and 

engraver (who may have been the same person), Boulton and his associates 

and Myles Swinney all shaped the way this plate looked and the way it related 

to its accompanying text.  This was probably largest print run of an image of 

the manufactory to date.  Not many copies survive but that does not mean 

that few were printed, they were made to be used and had a limited lifespan 

so may have been disposed of as a new version was acquired.  A second 

edition of the directory was produced around 1776 which also included the 

plate of Soho.363  Swinney was made bankrupt in June 1779 but advertised a 

further edition of his directory in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette on 26 May 

1783.364  No copy is known to have survived. 

 

Boulton’s businesses continued to appear in Iistings and descriptions. 

Pearson and Rollason’s directory of 1777 featured an East View of 

Birmingham folded into its frontispiece and a four page description of Soho 

but no image.365  Once again this text drew together the range of products, 

emphasised taste and the happy combination of the mechanical and liberal 

arts.  It highlighted the ingenious workmen, technological advances, the 

export of Soho goods and the ‘greatly diminished [...] importation from France’ 

which resulted from Soho’s ability to compete with French manufacturers.  In 

                                            
363 Norton suggests the date of 1776 but the copy in Birmingham Central Library is catalogued 
as 1777.  This copy is the only one known and has a list of names dated 1775-6 along with 
pages from the 1773 edition. 
364 BBTI, Myles Swinney; Norton, p.185. 
365 Pearson and Rollason, The Birmingham Directory: or a Merchant and Tradesman’s Useful 
Companion […] Printed and sold by Pearson and Rollason, Birmingham, 1777.  The 
description of Soho is transcribed in appendix 2.1. 
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the absence of an image it used the name Soho.  This appears as a heading, 

a title, even though it is in the middle of a sentence.  Nowhere in the piece do 

the names of any of the proprietors appear; all is brought together as Soho.  

Presumably Boulton was hoping to draw further on the identity he had 

established in Swinney’s directory.  He would have hoped that purchasers of 

Pearson and Rollason’s directory would also have owned the now-outdated 

Swinney’s directory and would remember the image it had contained.  Further 

editions of Pearson and Rollason’s directory were produced in 1780 and 

1781, an advertisement in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette listing among the 

contents of the 1780 edition ‘a short, but correct description of Soho’ implying 

problems with previous descriptions.366   

 

Various aspects of the Soho businesses were listed in other directories 

including Boulton and Fothergill, Merchants and Manufacturers, Greenlettice 

Lane, Cannon Street, London in William Bailey’s Northern Directory of 

1781.367  A brief description of Soho appeared in William Hutton’s An History 

of Birmingham to the end of the year 1780 (1781).  It began: 

If we travel two miles from the centre of Birmingham, upon the 
Wolverhampton road, which may be called, the road to taste, and is 
daily travelled by the nobility and gentry, we shall arrive at the epitome 
of the arts.368 

 
Hutton went on to refer to Boulton as a genius and Soho as the most elegant 

works in these parts, ‘a city in miniature’ and a ‘nursery of ingenuity’.  He 

                                            
366 Walker,1937, p.17; Norton, pp.184-5. 
367 Bailey’s Northern Directory […] containing […] every principal town from the river Trent to 
Berwick upon Tweed; with London and Westminster, Edinburgh and Glasgow, Warrington, 
1781; Green Lettice Lane was the address of William Matthews, Boulton and Fothergill’s 
London agent and later banker, G to P&F William Matthews. 
368 William Hutton’s An History of Birmingham to the end of the year 1780, Birmingham, 1781, 
p.271. 
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pointed out that although Soho was in Staffordshire ‘we must accept it as part 

of Birmingham’.369  Hutton revised and expanded his publication in 1783 but 

the coverage of Soho remained the same, no image was included.370 

 

Boulton and Fothergill were also listed in the Birmingham directories issued by 

Charles Pye who practised engraving and brought this interest to these 

volumes. 371  His 1791 edition carried an unsigned allegorical title-page 

showing Prudence with a mirror, surrounded by books, a lyre signifying 

poetry, a globe for international trade, a palette and drawing tools; intended to 

signify Birmingham as place of learning and taste, fighting against the 

perceived view (figure 11). Boulton and his associates had conveyed a 

number of messages in trade directories by using both images and text.  Soho 

was frequently treated as a special case in directories; it did not just appear in 

listings but was given space for a description or image.  In these volumes 

Boulton had emphasised the scale of his enterprise, his patriotism, his taste 

and fashionable status, and the application of new technology.  He drew 

together his name, that of his manufactory and the image of the Principal 

Building to stand for the range of goods he was producing, to represent the 

brand identity. 

 

 

                                            
369 Hutton, 1781, p.271. 
370 William Hutton, An history of Birmingham. The second edition, with considerable additions, 
Birmingham, 1783.  When it was revised and republished by James Guest in 1835 an 
illustration of the manufactory from the rear based on figure 46 was added, The History of 
Birmingham by W Hutton FAS with considerable additions, 6th ed, Birmingham, 1835. 
371 Jonathan Conlin, ‘John Pye’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 21 Nov 2007.  Charles’s son, 
the engraver John Pye, had undertaken work for Boulton and Wedgwood, Berg, 2005, p.147; 
Helen Clifford, ‘The Printed Illustrated Catalogue’ in Snodin and Styles, 2004, p.140. 
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The Insurance Society Poster 

 

After the images considered above there seems to have been a period of 

almost twenty years before new representations of the manufactory appeared, 

perhaps because of Boulton’s distraction by the steam-engine business and 

other projects such as the new warehouse and the Albion Mill.  He told his son 

in 1787 ‘I have realy so many irons in the fire that it requires my utmost 

exertion and attention to prevent some of them from burning.’372  When a new 

image did appear on a poster listing the rules of the insurance society 

belonging to the Manufactory, it was considerably more sophisticated, 

bringing together, as Dick and Watts have noted, ‘the arts, science and 

technology, classics and modernity, industry and nature, knowledge and 

virtue.’373  Earlier copies of the society’s rules existed, but by 1792 there was 

a poster with an allegorical illustration of the Principal Building titled From Art, 

Industry and Society, Great Blessings Flow (figures 12-13).374  An explanation 

of the plate was printed beneath, which provided a basic understanding of the 

meaning that could be read from the image but does not explain 

everything.375  Content not interpreted includes the bird standing on o

next to Commerce.  It is a crane, which signifies vigilance; it holds a stone

its raised claw which will drop if the bird falls asleep and cause it to wake.

ne leg 

 in 

6   

                                           

37

Through the figures of the boys attention is drawn to teaching and 

 
372 BAH3782/12/36/10 MB to MRB 21 Sep 1787. 
373 Malcolm Dick and Ruth Watts, ‘Editorial: Eighteenth–century education: discourses and 
informal agencies’, History of Education, Vol.37, No.4, July 2008, p.510. 
374 See catalogue 3 for the development of the insurance society and versions of the rules.  
The only dated version of the poster is dated 1792, other known versions were printed by 
printers who succeeded Pearson. 
375 See catalogue 3 for a transcription of the explanation and detailed visual analysis. 
376 James Hall, Hall’s Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, revised edition, London, 
1996, p.76, 322.  See catalogue 3 for further discussion of the allegorical content. 
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improvement of the young, with an emphasis on drawing.  The image once 

again links the liberal and mechanical arts, it signifies beauty in the form of the 

female figures, the elevation of the Principal Building and, by association, the 

products and technology through the cog and auger.  It conveys positive 

messages about Boulton as a benevolent employer, suggesting that he looks 

after his workforce which is contented and loyal as a result.  All of these 

contribute to the development of a Soho identity, an understanding of what 

the names Boulton and Soho meant.  The accompanying text reinforces some 

of those messages by providing additional detail but the image can stand 

alone without the text.  By leaving some aspects of the message for viewers 

to decode themselves the unknown artist flatters them and highlights not only 

the sophistication of the viewer, but also subtly draws attention to that same 

sophistication in the artist and the proprietor of the business. 

 

The copper plate used to produce the image does not include the explanation 

or the rules, allowing the image to be used in different formats and making it 

easier to alter the rules.377  There are printed examples of the illustration 

without the rules or explanation.378  Various versions of the rules, undated and 

printed by different printers are known, the only dated example being the one 

printed by Pearson in 1792.379  The explanation and rules were printed 

separately from the image, so the paper had to pass through a press twice, 

                                            
377 Science and Industry Collection of Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery 1951S88.36.  I am 
grateful to Jack Kirby, Jim Andrew and Victoria Osborne for discussions on this plate. 
378 For example BAH3147/5/1475. 
379 Thomas Pearson was probably the Pearson of Pearson and Rollason who produced the 
1777 directory of Birmingham, BBTI, Thomas Pearson.  See catalogue entry for further detail. 
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once with text in relief and once with an intaglio plate for the illustration.380  

There were specialist printers for different forms of printing so it is likely that 

these processes were carried out by two different printers.  However, some 

printers, like Myles Swinney, were able to undertake both forms of printing in-

house. 381  The copy of the rules at Birmingham Assay Office printed by 

Thomas Knott has the explanation and rules printed out of alignment with the 

image, showing clearly that the paper made two passes through presses 

(figure 14).382 

 

Different versions of the image were produced for different audiences.  The 

editions with the rules and explanation would have been created with 

members of the society in mind, those of the workforce who were literate but 

were perhaps unable to ‘read’ the full meaning of the image, so an 

explanation was provided as well as the rules.   This explanation could have 

been read aloud to those who could not read. The most basic underlying 

message which was not explained for them, but which they were expected to 

decode for themselves, was that if they worked hard they would be looked 

after.  The image was intended to convey messages about Boulton and Soho 

to his workforce as well visitors and potential customers.  It was important that 

                                            
380 This was usually done on different forms of press; an intaglio plate is thin but requires a 
great deal of pressure to force the paper into the sunken areas of the plate.  For this reason 
such printing was generally undertaken on a roller press, a metal bed suspended between 
two rollers.  The space between the rollers is adjusted to vary the pressure as required and 
the bed, plate and paper passed between the rollers.  Relief printing could be undertaken on 
a flatbed press which could accommodate deeper blocks.  A block would be placed on the 
bed of the press and an upper surface brought down to exert pressure on the paper and 
block, Louise Woods, The Printmaking Handbook, Tunbridge Wells, 2008, pp.8-9; Antony 
Griffiths, Prints for Books: Book Illustration in France 1760-1800, London, 2004, pp.2-5. 
381 See p.163. 
382 The text is parallel to the paper edge, the image is not, however as the paper was cut 
down prior to framing it is possible that originally it was the text that was squint.  Knott is listed 
simply as a printer so it is not clear if he undertook both stages of the printing process, BBTI, 
Thomas Knott I. 
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staff understood these messages, if they realised they were well looked after 

they were more likely to work hard, to remain loyal and less likely to leave or 

pass on industrial secrets.   

 

It is unclear the extent to which the workforce were able to decode the more 

sophisticated elements of the image although this would have varied from 

individual to individual.  Clay has argued that some of the symbolism which 

appears on this poster was also on some of the numismatic material produced 

at Soho so would have been recognisable to at least some of the workforce, 

or familiar through cash transactions.383  Such symbolism was also used in 

other Soho products and in celebrations; a procession to celebrate Boulton’s 

son’s birthday in 1791 included the engineer and pugilist Isaac Perrins as 

Vulcan and ‘a Bee-hive, composed of small buttons as an emblem of 

industry.’384   

 

Copies of the poster with rules would have been displayed in the manufactory 

where they would also have been seen by visiting gentry.  This would have 

promoted the insurance society and made them aware that Boulton was a 

considerate employer.  The provision of the printed explanation would also 

have signalled to visitors that Boulton was looking after his workforce, that he 

was translating this code for them, making it accessible and attempting to 

educate them.  That explanation sent out important messages about Boulton 

the paternalistic employer, based on the expectations of the visitors about the 

                                            
383 Richard Clay, ‘How Matthew Boulton helped make Birmingham ‘the art capital of the world’ 
in Clay and Tungate (eds.), 2009, pp.48-9. 
384 Langford, Vol. II, 1868, p.148; G to P&F Isaac Perrins.  Such symbolism also featured in 
the illuminations for Peace of Amiens in 1802, see p.182 and catalogue 16. 
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sophistication of his workforce and their ability to read the image.  Display of 

the image alongside the rules about not tipping guides and encouraging 

visitors to contribute to the fund helped to control the staff, enhanced 

Boulton’s reputation as an employer and made available information on the 

training, reliability and abilities of the Soho workforce.  

 

Printed copies of the image without the rules or explanation were intended for 

an audience who had sufficient knowledge of representational conventions to 

interpret the code without assistance.  They would understand the 

associations and receive the message that Boulton was a benevolent and fair 

employer with a clean, attractive factory in a pleasant setting and a well 

dressed and happy workforce, someone whose goods were worth purchasing.  

It also indicated that he was a man of taste and learning, and that this was a 

site where the mechanical and liberal arts were united.  These copies of the 

print do not name Boulton or Soho, they rely on the viewer recognising the 

Principal Building or knowing from the context in which they are viewing what 

it represents.  Neither does the illustration physically depict Boulton but, 

nevertheless, it conveys in a manner distinct from any of his portraits, explicit 

messages about him and the ways in which he treated his workforce. 

 

Boulton took care to be seen as a good employer, ‘a father to his tribe’, and 

this illustration was intended to emphasis this.385  The experience of visitors to 

Soho was also a part of that message.  There does at times appear to be a 

theatrical, almost staged element to some of these visits.  Boswell’s 

                                            
385 Dickinson, p.73 citing Boswell’s Life of Johnson. 
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description of his tour in 1776 recounts a workman complaining to Boulton of 

his landlord having seized his goods.  Boulton explained that the landlord was 

in the right but offered to provide half of the rent if the workman could find 

someone to put up the remainder.386  Visitors were made aware of the 

insurance scheme and were able to make contributions.387  The rules 

included fines of a shilling for anyone asking visiting gentry for money, which 

had been a ‘frequent custom’ and five shillings for ‘conductors of the gentry’ 

who were found to have kept tips instead of putting them in the box.388  

the insurance society also provided a means of controlling the staff when 

visitors were on the premises, preventing begging, and ensuring the image 

projected was of a content workforce.  A printed image of the Principal 

Building was again used to disseminate important messages about the 

products and practices at Soho.  This time the same image was used in 

different formats to convey a number of messages to diverse audiences, but 

was underpinned by the depiction of the Principal Building which signi

whole Soho 

Thus, 

fied the 

enterprise.  

                                           

 

Conclusion 

Boulton had at great expense built a grand and impressive building, one 

which had caused him huge financial problems.  He expanded the range of 

goods he was making to fulfil whole orders and avoid using factors, but this 

meant he faced marketing a diverse range of products to different audiences 

and international markets.  Part of his approach to tackling this was to use the 

name Soho and the form of the Principal Building to draw these different 
 

386 Dickinson, p.73. 
387 See catalogue 3 for further details. 
388 Rule 23 on the 1792 version of the rules. 
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elements back together, to make it clear that they came from the same place.  

He also used the elegant form of the building as a means of signifying the 

taste and quality of his products through association with that building.  He 

often chose to promote the image and reputation of the whole enterprise 

rather than particular products or businesses.   

 

This association of building and products took place through personal visits to 

the site and the dissemination of descriptions through letters, journals and 

books.  Images of the Principal Building could reach wider audiences than 

those who were able to visit, and were an important part of this process, a 

technique he was to extend and refine over his lifetime.  A first plan to include 

an image of the manufactory in Feilde’s History of Staffordshire came to 

nothing when Feilde failed to publish, but having had a drawing prepared 

Boulton seems to have chosen to use it as the basis for the small, 

unsophisticated views (figure 8).  As Francis Eginton developed as an artist, 

he and Boulton began to develop methods of using images of the Principal 

Building to stand as a symbol for Boulton, Soho and all the products.  Eginton 

introduced the first view of the site as it would have been seen by approaching 

visitors which made the Principal Building the focus of the image, but used the 

buildings of Rolling Mill Row to show that the site was much bigger than just 

the Principal Building (figure 9).  Boulton encouraged experimentation with 

aquatint, a new printing technique, willing to explore its potential as a form 

with specific associations and messages.  His early adoption of such an 

innovative technique, particularly with the intrigue surrounding the exact 

     99



method of production, made a powerful statement about his role at the 

forefront of technology. 

 

He also began to exploit the combination of image and text to convey 

messages.  Initially images appeared with short captions, sometimes for 

foreign audiences, but Swinney’s Directory saw an image and a long 

description of Soho used together for the first time.  Each had to be able to 

stand alone as viewers may not have looked at both simultaneously, but the 

text was used to add further information to what was visible in the image and 

to guide the viewer to think about the image in particular ways.  This link 

between image and text is now largely lost for many images of Soho, as they 

have been physically separated, and is being re-established here for the first 

time.  The insurance society poster developed this further, drawing on 

sophisticated allegorical imagery, but also providing an image that could be 

used in different contexts for different audiences, with or without the text; the 

rules and explanation.  Boulton’s association with taste and design, built up 

through contacts and developing his own staff meant that he was able to 

produce and exploit such complex images.  He had explored diverse print 

techniques and routes to market for such images.  As will be considered in 

chapter three, he had also mastered steering the multiple authors towards 

producing images with the forms and functions he required in his branding 

work.  He would move on to consider in more detail the landscape in which 

the manufactory was set and to alter the way he depicted the site in order to 

enhance the reading of Soho as a tasteful and fashionable site which 

produced high-quality products through exploiting that landscape setting. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
 

THE SOHO ESTATE 
       
  
This chapter considers the setting of Boulton’s manufactory, the development 

of the Soho estate, and the motives and influences behind that work.  It then 

considers views of the estate and what they can add to our understanding of 

the surroundings Boulton constructed for his manufactory.  Most of the images 

explored here are private views of Soho, watercolours and sketches which 

were undertaken for pleasure, as exercises, or to illustrate possible 

improvements.  They would have been looked at in portfolios or albums by 

invited viewers; they were not intended for widespread dissemination or public 

consumption.  Most were not multiplied beyond one or two copies and were 

not used for marketing purposes.  Some, however, were intended to inform 

material that was to be published and their relationship to those ‘branding’ 

images will be considered in this chapter and the next.   

 

The combination of these images with descriptions and evidence from the 

Archives of Soho allow us to better understand Boulton’s vision for the whole 

complex.  Examining the development of the garden adds to an appreciation 

of his approach to, and understanding of, key principles of fashion and taste 

at the time and how he applied these to the construction and depiction of 

Soho.  It also reveals the extent to which Boulton thought of Soho in its 

entirety, how he saw the parkland in relation to his factory, and how he 

worked to develop an appropriate setting for his businesses.  The landscape 

in which he set his manufactory was also part of the creation of the brand 
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identity, he ostensibly came to Soho in search of a reliable source of water 

power, but this gave him the opportunity to create the context for his factory in 

its entirety. 

 

 

Setting out the park 

The surroundings of the manufactory were an important part of the experience 

of a visitor to the site and Boulton was clearly very conscious of this.  He took 

great pride in his estate; he called it ‘the Monument I have raised to myself’ 

and, over forty years, transformed what had been a barren heath into an 

elegant park.389  Boulton sought not only to create a setting for his 

manufactory and home, but also a place which he and his family could 

enjoy.390  There were some attempts to keep the garden private but the 

published views, those discussed in chapter three, show fashionable couples 

admiring the landscape; the parkland setting was made available to those who 

visited the manufactory.391  Other views, such as those of John Phillp, show 

figures working or walking singly along the edge of Hockley Pool rather than 

the fashionable visitors of the published depictions. 

 

Boulton built the estate up slowly; he acquired a lease on thirteen acres in 

1761, including a slitting mill, part of the mill pool and an unfinished house.  To 

this he gradually added small parcels of land.  Initially his mother and sister, 

                                            
389 BAH3782/13/149/184 MB memorandum, ‘Considerations upon the Propriety of buying 
Soho’ [c.1794]. 
390 Phillada Ballard, Val Loggie and Shena Mason, A Lost Landscape: Matthew Boulton’s 
Gardens at Soho, Chichester, 2009. 
391 BAH3782/12/72/33 John Scale to MB, 28-29 August 1780; BAH3782/12/61/50 Samuel 
Garbett to Mrs Barker 13 July 1783; Mason, 2005, p.61. 
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then his business partner John Fothergill, lived in the house and it was not 

until 1766 that Boulton came to live at Soho.  Even before he moved into the 

house he organised work to improve the soil and complained of Fothergill’s 

neglect of the garden.392  In 1772 he visited Surrey where he saw a number of 

other gardens, including Painshill, which resulted in him producing several 

pages of notes, sketches and ideas for improving Soho.393  By the time 

Boulton saw Painshill it was for sale, as its owner Charles Hamilton could not 

afford its upkeep.  One reason for Boulton’s enthusiasm was probably that it 

had been established on what had been infertile sandy heathland, like his 

own.  It too had large expanses of water, something needed at Soho to 

ensure constant supply for the waterwheel, but at Painshill he saw how to use 

them aesthetically.  There were also numerous garden buildings, specimen 

trees and walks through different types of landscape, all of which inspired 

Boulton.394  The visit led to further soil improvement at Soho, the construction 

of cascades and a number of garden buildings over the next few years.  From 

1776 to 1779 a monument in memory of his friend William Small was built, an 

aviary, tearoom and menagerie were added to the manufactory complex and 

a wall was built at the back of the house to hide it from the road to the 

Manufactory (figure 15).395   

 

Boulton was involved in the enclosures of Handsworth Heath, initially 

approaching George Birch, Lord of the Manor of Handsworth, in 1788, 

because James Watt was looking for land for a house.  The Handsworth 
                                            
392 Ballard et al, pp.1-3. 
393 BAH3782/12/108/7 MB notebook 8, 1772. 
394 Ballard et al, pp.5-6; Charles Quest-Ritson, The English Garden: A Social History, London, 
2001, p.129. 
395 Ballard et al, pp.6-15. 
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Heath enclosure act was passed in 1791 and enacted in 1794.396  The work 

Boulton had already carried out on his park showed that ‘barren heath’ could 

be made fertile and had developed his interest in the methods used to 

achieve this.397  From the late 1780s Boulton had been in conflict with Birch, 

partly as the result of Boulton enclosing and improving land he had not 

leased.  Birch gave him notice to quit in 1791 and 1794, and Boulton 

considered continuing the business at Soho and living elsewhere.398  He gave 

the position a great deal of thought; he was reluctant to buy the land at Soho 

unless he could buy enough of it to control the views from his house and 

prevent others building too close to him.  He committed his thoughts to paper, 

setting out his options in ‘Considerations on buying Soho’.399  This document 

and his garden notebook make clear the importance he attached to views, 

both into and out of Soho.400  He also noted that if he bought the freehold he 

could look forward ‘[…] with the hopes of my Descendants being opulent and 

respectable Manufacturers, at Soho, to the third and fourth generation, rather 

than dependant courtiers.’401  Ownership of land signified permanence and 

long-term stability.402 

 

The Handsworth Enclosures Act meant that Boulton, conscious that the value 

of his buildings on leasehold lands would decrease, could ‘preserve my liberty 

                                            
396 David Brown, ‘Matthew Boulton, Enclosure and Landed Society’ in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.47-
50.   
397 The term ‘barren heath’ was frequently applied to the land at Soho before Boulton 
improved it, see the descriptions in the appendices. 
398 Ballard et al pp.23-24.  
399 BAH3782/13/149/184 MB memorandum, ‘Considerations upon the Propriety of buying 
Soho’ [c.1794]. 
400 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, pp.30-36. 
401 BAH3782/13/149/184 MB memorandum, ‘Considerations upon the Propriety of buying 
Soho’ [c.1794]. 
402 Chris Jones, ‘Landownership’ in Janet Todd (ed.), Jane Austen in Context, Cambridge, 
2005, p.269. 
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and […] indulge the partiality I have for my child Soho’.  He purchased around 

113 acres of surrounding land from Birch, which cost £9,200, for which he 

required a loan.  He told his friend and banker Charlotte Matthews (c.1720-

1802) that ‘if peace & trade should return’ he would set aside areas for 

building which would ‘without incommoding my part of my premises’ cover his 

interest payments.403  He planned stables and an extension to Soho House, 

intending to let land to Birmingham people for building a small town ‘which 

from the nature of its situation is to be calld Comfort.’  He felt he had enough 

land to build 200 Houses ‘without annoying my own [house] or my prospects 

[views]’ next to the turnpike road.404  These plans do not seem to have gone 

any further.  The enclosures meant displacing cottagers but Boulton argued 

that this was for the common good, that the more land that was cultivated, ‘the 

more work and the more bread’ there would be for the local population.405 

 

Having made purchases of land from Birch in 1794 and 1795, Boulton 

embarked on a further programme of improvement (figure 16).406  Once again 

views were of great importance with a list of ‘Views from or of Soho’ and a 

note to look at Soho from ten different places.407  A private entrance for the 

house was created from the main road with a new ‘bright green Gothick gate 

which cuts a most flaming dash’.408  New plantations of trees were added to 

                                            
403 Charlotte Matthews was the widow of Boulton’s London banker and agent, William 
Matthews.  She took over the business on his death in 1792, G to P&F, Charlotte Matthews. 
404 BAH3782/12/68/90 MB to Charlotte Matthews 3 Oct 1794; BAH3782/12/68/98 MB to 
Charlotte Matthews 23 Nov 1794; BAH3782/12/68/105 MB to Charlotte Matthews 15 Dec 
1794; BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795.  Brown, p.48. 
405 Brown, pp.49-51; Smiles, p.168. 
406 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795. 
407 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, pp.30-1.  In these instances ‘Soho’ probably 
means the whole parkland. 
408 BAH3219/7/1/28 Ann Watt to Gregory Watt 13 Nov 1796.  Gothic is a term with complex 
meanings which have changed over time.  ‘Gothick’ was applied to arches by Boulton and a 
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hide the turnpike road and the road to the Manufactory, making the house feel 

further within the estate than it actually was.  New drives and walks were 

created through the plantations and around the pools which also helped to 

create a feeling of size by emphasizing the varied scenery.409 The way the 

site was seen by visitors was part of Boulton’s vision, he asked, ‘How shall I 

form my Western ground to be handsome in the sight of those going to

manufactory?’

 the 

                                                                                                                            

410  He wanted to ‘surround my Farm and Works by a Garland 

of Flowers on one side and by an aquious mirror on the other’ and ‘Form the 

Terras at the front of the Manufactory so as to be always clean and neat.’411  

In 1797 he ‘put a good pale fence by the side of the road and down to the 

Manufactory’ and the informal gates visible in figures 9 and 10 were replaced 

with metal gates and piers.412  Those alterations immediately around the 

 
gate by Ann Watt, and ‘Gothic’ to the ‘splendour of Aston Hall’ by Stebbing Shaw.  Wedgwood 
had rejected ‘Gothic battlements’ on buildings otherwise in the modern taste at Etruria, see 
p.44.  It had been used as a negative term, medieval Goths were seen as barbarians, but 
became more positive during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when it ‘signalled a 
departure from the straight lines, rational order and often secular associations of classicism, 
and denoted a move towards the spiritual and organic forms of nature.’  For this reason it was 
particularly associated with the Picturesque, considered below. Walsh, Wilkinson and 
Donnachie, From Enlightenment to Romanticism, c.1780-1830: Industry and Changing 
Landscape, Milton Keynes, 2004, p.156. Gothick (sometimes but not always with a ‘k’) was an 
eighteenth-century English style which sought only very loosely to evoke medieval church 
architecture and was connected particularly with chinoiserie and the picturesque.  It was 
considered patriotic, as it was linked to ancient British values. Nicola J. Watson and Linda 
Walsh, From Enlightenment to Romanticism c.1780-1830: The Exotic and the Oriental, Milton 
Keynes, 2004, pp.30, 105; Snodin and Styles, 2004, p.56; Gilpin argued that abbeys in ‘the 
Gothic style’ showed variation, roughness and ruggedness, particularly in a ruined state so 
were picturesque, Martin Myrone, The Gothic Reader, London, 2006, pp.205 and 207 citing 
Gilpin’s Observations Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty (1786); Ruston, p.58. 
409 Ballard et al, pp.25, 29. 
410 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795. 
411 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795 p. 29.  The Manufactory had pools on either side 
and the ‘canal’ in front of it which could provide the aqueous mirror, see figure 3.  This ‘canal’ 
formed part of the water system of the manufactory moving water between the pools rather 
acting than as a navigable waterway, Demidowicz in Dick (ed.), 2009, pp.120-1; A new 
retaining wall was built, the ground levelled and then gravelled, Ballard et al, p.35. 
412 BAH3782/12/108/75 MB notebook 1797; Ballard et al, p.35. 
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Principal Building are visible in the published views considered in the next 

chapter. 413  

 

Remodelling work also took place at Soho House which Boulton considered 

an integral part of the site, and was used for entertaining visitors as well as 

showing Soho products.414  However this work, like that at the manufactory 

and on the estate, proceeded in a piecemeal fashion, as and when Boulton’s 

precarious finances and preoccupations with other projects allowed.415  The 

house was described as unfinished in the lease but, by 1768, it was of 

sufficient size and quality to allow Boulton to entertain visitors, including Lady 

Shelburne who drank tea at the house which she described as very pretty with 

workshops at the bottom of the garden.416  Various plans were drawn up and 

small-scale works carried out in the 1780s and early 1790s.417  A major 

scheme by James Wyatt to include the construction of a new block was 

started in 1796 but abandoned by 1798.418  James’s brother, Samuel, was 

brought in to undertake some smaller scale works to the house, including the 

creation of the main elevation that survives today (figure 17). 

 

                                            
413 See catalogue 6. 
414 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766. 
415 Demidowicz in Foster, p.282. 
416 Berg, 2005, p.174; Jones, 2008, p.57. 
417 Little documentary evidence survives for alterations to the house before the late 1780s.  
Samuel Wyatt, younger brother of William who had designed the Principal Building, prepared 
plans for an extension to the house in 1787 as did John Rawstorne (c.1761-1832) in 1788, 
neither of which were carried out.  Small works took place in 1788 and 1791 and a series of 
outbuildings were in existence by 1792, Morriss, 1990, pp.9-10, 31-40. Samuel Wyatt 
undertook some work in 1788, supplying ‘moveable buildings’, a prefabricated system which 
he had originally developed for hospitals.  Ballard et al, p.30; J.M. Robinson, pp.36-9. 
418 See p.321 for further details of this scheme. 
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It is likely that in undertaking all this work Boulton was seeking to make a 

statement about his own social standing, he wanted to create an appropriate 

setting for his grand manufactory and home.  From the earliest days the entire 

site had been admired by visitors and considered as a whole.  Jabez Maud 

Fisher wrote of the gardens as Dulce and the Utile, how they were 

‘interspersed with Canals, which are nothing more than his Mill Damb and his 

Races [...]’.419  In 1777 Samuel Curwen ‘walkt out to Soho, so called being 

Bolton and Fothergill’s manufactory house and works and gardens.’420  

Pearson and Rollason’s Directory said of the manufactory 

It is enriched upon the south with agreeable gardens, which give an 
uncommon life and chearfulness to the situation, and exhibit proofs of 
the masterly skill and taste of the projector, who could draw forth such 
beauties from so wild and disordered a state of nature.421 

 
An Italian architect, Giannantonio Selva was particularly impressed with the 

gardens when he visited in 1781, describing the use of mirrors which made 

the cascades appear on the other side of the lake.422  The garden made from 

a barren heath was a recurring theme in descriptions, presumably one which 

Boulton emphasised, by the time of his obituary it had become the 

improvement of ‘a bleak, swampy, and sterile waste’.423  This signifies man’s 

victory over nature, the bringing of ordered productivity to heathland, which 

links to Boulton’s interest in enclosure.  A description of an industrial site 

created from an unpromising start was also applied to Wedgwood’s Etruria 
                                            
419 Morgan,1992, p.253. 
420 Andrew Oliver (ed.) The Journal of Samuel Curwen, Loyalist, Cambridge, Mass., 1972, 
p.348. 
421 Pearson and Rollason, The Birmingham Directory: or a Merchant and Tradesman’s Useful 
Companion […],, Birmingham, 1777. 
422 Jones, 2008, pp.59, 159.  This account is confusing because Sela suggests the mirrors 
were in the Hermitage but it would not have been possible to see the cascade from the 
Hermitage as it was higher than them and was situated in woodland.  It is possible that he 
meant the cascade building.   
423 ‘Further particulars of the late Matthew Boulton Esq. [...]’The Monthly Magazine, 1 Oct 
1809, p.380. 
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which was described as ‘a colony raised in a desert, where clay-built man 

subsists on clay’.424  Boulton aimed to create a complete experience for 

visitors to the site, he allowed them to view his landscaped park which 

reinforced his own status, and at the same time, that of the products of his 

manufactory.   

 

Having created this setting, he began raising awareness of it through the 

production and distribution of images.  The earliest published view of Soho 

House and park appeared in the first edition of The Tablet (figure 18), an 

illustrated almanac or ‘Polite Memorandum Book’ printed by Thomas Pearson, 

who undertook much of Soho’s printing, including the insurance society poster 

discussed in chapter one.425  Advertised in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette under 

the heading ‘Utility and Taste’, it was described as an ‘elegant pocket book’ 

which was to cost 3/6.  The advertisement listed the plates to be included.426  

The publication was dedicated to ladies and gentlemen of midland counties 

and designed to provide ‘Views of principal seats in the Kingdom’.  Users 

were encouraged to preserve the images as they had been designed to be 

removed at the end of each year without destroying any notes so ‘purchasers 

may transfer to their cabinets, a collection of accurate views of the principal 

seats in their own and neighbouring counties.’  The plates were engraved by 

Morris after Joseph Barber (1757-1811).427  Other subjects included a south-

west view of Worcester, Warwick Castle, the Leasowes, Great Barr, Aston, 

                                            
424 This passage appears in print several times, but the original source is A. Walker, 
Observations, Natural, Oeconomical and Literary made in a Tour from London to the Lakes in 
the Summer of 1791, London, 1792, p.19. 
425 Boulton’s copy of The Tablet is BAH3782/12/107/24. 
426 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 26 Oct 1795. 
427 See catalogue 4 for biographical information on Barber and his relationship with Soho. 
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Egbaston Hall and Sandwell, all based on original drawings by Barber.  The 

images were not given titles but a separate list identified them by month 

including ‘Soho, Staffordshire, The Seat of Matthew Boulton Esq.’.  The view 

of Soho is taken from the far side of Hockley Pool and shows Soho House 

(before the alterations that began in 1796), on top of the hill with open 

parkland in front, surrounded on other sides by trees.  Through the trees on 

the hill can be seen part of the mint building, the cupola on top of the Principal 

Building and Thornhill House at the bottom of the hill.428   

 

Inclusion in a volume that showed ‘principal seats’ and its naming simply as 

‘Soho’ was a new message for a printed image of Boulton’s properties.  It 

avoided overt mention of the industrial site, although there is a reference for 

those who knew the site well.  Instead, it began to speak of Boulton the 

country gentleman with a large estate.  Most of the images in the publication 

focus on the house as the main feature; only Soho and the Leasowes show 

the surrounding landscape, highlighting the importance of the parkland in 

these cases.  This image was created at a time when Boulton had made 

major purchases of land to extend the estate and much work was in progress.  

The garden occupied his thoughts a great deal and he continued to make 

notes on potential improvements.  However, the image did not just illustrate 

his major preoccupations at the time; it also linked into the public image he 

wished to project.  It emphasised his status and position as a man who had 

sufficient taste and wealth to create such a park.  By now he had been Sheriff 

of Staffordshire, a symbol of acceptance into landed society and an expensive 

                                            
428 For Thornhill House see catalogue 48. 
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role to undertake.429  He had been nominated as Sheriff of Warwickshire in 

1789 and Staffordshire in 1792 but it was not until 1794 that he was 

successful.430  Brown attributes this victory to Boulton’s role in the 

Handsworth enclosures, suggesting that the enclosures propelled Boulton into

the landed gentry.

 

 

 

r three.   

                                           

431  This image continued the branding of Boulton and

Soho, but brought an additional element, Boulton’s movement away from 

being seen simply as a manufacturer.  This message would be strengthened

in images discussed in chapte

 

 

Sketches and watercolours of Soho 

 

Other images of Soho, the park, house and manufactory were produced at 

this time, but these were not multiplied, they were produced for private 

viewing, to inform works in the park or on the house or intended as source 

material for images which would be multiplied.  By far the largest source of 

views of the estate is the work of John Phillp.432  His sketches and 

watercolours provide the most detailed information we have about how the 

buildings looked and how they fitted into their surrounding landscape.  Phillp 

was brought to Soho from Cornwall in 1793 when he was about fourteen.433  

Boulton explained that the work he had intended for Phillp was now 

 
429 Brown in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.50. 
430 Argus, 16 Nov 1789; General Evening Post, 10 Nov 1792; Morning Chronicle, 10 Feb 
1794. 
431 Brown in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.50. 
432 BMAG 2003.31 See individual catalogue entries 18-52.  For further biographical 
information on Phillp see Ballard et al, pp. 43-56. 
433 BAH3782/12/38/10 George C. Fox to MB, 25 Jan 1793.  Fox, a Quaker copper merchant 
had organised Phillp’s travel to Soho. 
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discontinued ‘[…] on acct of ye unfortunate rupture with France, & I now have 

no species of Painting done in my Manufacture: however I will find out what 

sort of employment is best suited for his talents.’434  George Fox expressed 

the hope that Phillp would ‘exert himself to give thee satisfaction and be 

diligent in the line thee mayst be pleased to place as best adapted to his 

genius’.435  The tradition among Phillp’s descendants has been that Phillp was 

Boulton’s illegitimate son, although there is no clear evidence for this.436  It is 

unlikely that the relationship will ever be clear, but Phillp was treated 

differently from other apprentices, probably due to the artistic promise seen in 

him rather than any family relationship.437  He was an example of the ‘young 

men of abilities’ that Boulton had recommended training.438 

 

As Phillp’s known work begins in 1792 it is clear that he was already painting 

in watercolour before he came to Soho.439  In 1793 he copied a plate from 

Gilpin’s Observations on the River Wye (1782).440  He received formal 

instruction in architectural drawing in 1795, at fifteen shillings per quarter, from 

                                            
434 BAH3782/12/38/20 MB to George C. Fox, 16 Feb 1793.  This implies that whatever work 
he had originally intended Phillp to undertake was destined for the continental market. 
435 BAH3782/12/38/37 George C. Fox to MB 2 March 1793. 
436 For further details and the stance taken by various authors see Ballard et al, pp.43-4. 
437 He was brought to live Soho House and seems to have been considered part of the family, 
see for example BAH3782/12/108/92 MB notebook 1803 ‘Numbers and state of my family’.  
This was not the usual practice, BAH3782/12/36/197 MB to Thomas Creighton, 1 Oct. 1791.  
Gould suggested that Boulton did treat Phillp well but that this was due to his talent rather 
than to any kind of relationship, arguing that his position was on a par with ‘a favoured 
servant, or at best that of one or two of the sons of Boulton’s managers, in whose education 
Boulton took a personal interest, Brian Gould, ‘John Phillp: Birmingham Artist (1778-1815)’, 
unpublished typescript.  Copy in files at Soho House Museum. 
438 See p.51, BAH3782/12/98 Papers relating to Paris journey, 1786. 
439 BMAG2003.31.5 and BMAG2003.31.9 are both watercolour seascapes dated 1792. 
440 BMAG2003.31.98; copied from William Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye […], [1782], 
London, 2005, p.24.  It is not known if this work was carried out in Cornwall or at Soho 
although it seems more likely that he would have had access to Gilpin’s work while at Soho.  
The aquatint plates for Wye were by Francis Jukes who Boulton knew, see p.79, n.332. 
Timothy Clayton and Anita McConnell, Francis Jukes (1745-1812) Oxford DNB online, 
accessed 20 Jan 2009. 

     112



William Hollins (1763-1843), a stonemason who had taught himself drawing 

and perspective.441  Hollins would work on James Wyatt’s improvements at 

Soho House, later taking on a clerk of the works role.442  By the time he was 

teaching Phillp he had been trained in classical architecture at the London 

office of George Saunders who also rebuilt Birmingham Theatre Royal.443  It 

is likely that Hollins’ instruction had a significant impact on Phillp; many of hi

Soho views feature precise pencil or ink drawings of the buildings, in contrast 

to his earliest known seascapes which were entirely watercolour.  Hollins 

marketed himself as general drawing master, but the bill for Phillp’s training 

was specifically for architectural drawing.

s 

                                           

444  Presumably this was considered 

more useful by Boulton; design drawings of the kind for which Phillp was 

destined required precision and accuracy.   

 

At this date it was common practice for artists to receive instruction from a 

number of drawing masters specialising in different subjects such as heads, 

figures, flowers or landscapes.445   It seems likely that Phillp also received 

tuition from Joseph Barber, the original artist of the view in The Tablet, as two 

watercolours in the Phillp album are inscribed ‘1st under IB IP 1796’ and ‘2 

 
441 BAH3782/6/195/7 William Hollins to M Boulton, 30 June 1795 Wm Hollins bill; Michael 
Fisher, ‘William Hollins’, Oxford DNB online, accessed 24 June 2007. 
442 Morriss, pp.45, 51. 
443 Fisher; BAH3782/12/46/354 W Hollins to MB 6 Nov 1801.   
444 Hollins went on to become an architect and sculptor, setting up a showroom in 1796 and 
establishing his own architectural practice in Birmingham by 1798.  He had founded a 
Drawing Academy in Great Charles Street which re-opened in 1801 after he had purchased a 
large collection of casts, prints and drawings, Aris’ Birmingham Gazette, 10 August 1801.  I 
am grateful to Victoria Osborne for this reference.  BAH3782/6/195/15 W. & J. Hollins to 
Matthew Boulton.  25 Sep. 1795-19 Mar. 1796. 
445 Kim Sloan, Alexander and John Robert Cozens: The Poetry of Landscape, New Haven 
and London, 1986, p.29. 
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C.F. IB 1796’.446  IP was John Phillp, IB was probably Joseph Barber and C.F. 

may stand for copied from.  Barber had sketched Boulton in Chinese ink in 

1785, and taught drawing to Anne Boulton and the Watt children.447  There is 

an unsubstantiated suggestion that Boulton’s employees studied art under 

Barber.448  No bill for Barber teaching Phillp or other Soho staff appears to 

survive among the Archives of Soho which may suggest that Phillp organised 

instruction from Barber himself as watercolour was not considered useful by 

Boulton.  The fact that Phillp retained the works under Barber while none of 

his work under Hollins is known supports this conjecture.  The artist Amos 

Green also spent time with Phillp, even if he did not give him formal tuition as 

one of Phillp’s views of the Manufactory had trees added by Green (figure 19).  

Phillp also owned manuals on painting and drawing.449 

 

Boulton had suffered from a lack of experienced designers and he planned to 

train Phillp to undertake a senior role, that which had been undertaken by 

Francis Eginton senior until he left in 1781.450  Boulton may have been 

inspired by, and envious of, Wedgwood’s chief modeller at Etruria, William 

                                            
446 BMAG 2003.31.77 and 71.  Some material in the Phillp album is very similar to works by 
Charles Barber c.1806, (Joseph Barber’s son), which may suggest that they were pieces 
which Barber used as standards for pupils to copy, BAH 416691.  See catalogue 4 for further 
biographical information. 
447 BAH 87716 Album of drawings and sketches by Joseph Barber and Joseph Vincent 
Barber 1803-08, Printed promotional material inserted in the front by Mr Harvey who had 
bought a parcel of works by J.V. Barber and others, some of which was deposited in 
Birmingham Archives and Heritage mentions this sketch as being among the works he 
acquired.  It was not among the materials given to BAH and its current whereabouts is not 
known; BAH3782/7/10/549 Joseph Barber’s bill, 1792; BAH3219/7/1/4 Jessy and Ann Watt to 
Gregory Watt, 1 Mar. 1793. 
448 BAH 87716 Album of drawings and sketches by Joseph Barber and Joseph Vincent 
Barber 1803-08, Printed promotional material inserted in the front by Mr Harvey who had 
bought a parcel of works by J.V. Barber and others, some of which was deposited in 
Birmingham Archives and Heritage. 
449 Notes in files at Soho House on a meeting with Phillp descendants suggest he owned 
manuals, including J.C. Le Blon, Coloritto or the Harmony of Colouring in Painting reduced to 
mechanical practice, 1725, annotated ‘John Phillps Book 1793’. 
450 See p.76. 
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Hackwood (c.1757-1839) who had been hired as an ‘ingenious boy’ in 1769 

and would stay for sixty-nine years.451  Boulton needed skilled artists for a 

range of roles, particularly to design and cut dies as the mint business 

expanded.  He brought the die sinker Jean Pierre Droz from Paris to Soho in 

1787, but their relationship was to be a difficult one, resulting in a dispute 

which had to be settled by arbitration in the early 1790s.452  Phillp came to 

Soho in 1793, the year that Boulton began to use Conrad Heinrich Küchler for 

this work.453  Following the difficulties with Droz it is easy to see the appeal of 

an artist trained at Soho with loyalty only to Boulton.  Phillp produced high 

quality work but was placed in a difficult position, there was tension with 

Küchler.  Gould suggests that Küchler saw Phillp as a threat and there may 

have been wariness about giving Phillp important and challenging work.454  

Küchler remained at Soho until his death in 1810, by which time Boulton was 

dead and Phillp’s health problems were affecting his work so he was never 

able to fulfil the potential that Boulton saw in him.455  Like Francis Eginton, 

Phillp was expected to undertake a range of different roles including copying 

drawings, design of buttons and silverware as well as cutting dies.456  It 

seems likely that he would also be expected to produce images of the 

manufactory and some of his views of Soho may have been used to inform 

                                            
451 Wedgwood in London: 225th Anniversary Exhibition 1759-1984, Stoke-on-Trent and 
London, 1984, p.40. 
452 J.G. Pollard, ‘Matthew Boulton and J.P. Droz’, Numismatic Chronicle, 1968, pp.241-265.  
Francis Eginton, who had by then left Soho, had also offered his services as a die-sinker as 
he would be sorry to see Droz ‘come over until you have convinced the folks that your own 
pupils are able to make a Die, but indeed as it is, you may tell them that the “best coin in 
Europe” was done by one who spent the whole of his better days in your own manufactory.’ 
BAH3782/12/72/66 John Scale to MB 18 June 1787. 
453 Dickinson, p.147. 
454 Brian Gould, ‘John Phillp: Birmingham Artist (1778-1815)’, unpublished typescript.  Copy in 
files at Soho House Museum; Pollard, 1970, p.265. 
455 Pollard, 1970, p.266.  See Ballard et al pp.46-8 for Phillp’s later years. 
456 See for example BMAG2003.31.142 and BMAG2003.31.133. 
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branding images.  While Phillp’s views of Soho will be explored below, their 

relation to the branding images will be discussed in the next chapter. 

                                           

 

Phillp’s work provides detail of the wider setting, that beyond the immediate 

vicinity of the Manufactory which is frequently absent from the published, 

public images of Soho.  He illustrated the geographical context Boulton had 

deliberately constructed for his manufactory.  His work does not provide 

information on manufactory buildings other than the Principal Building and 

Rolling Mill Row.  There are no known images of the buildings fronting the 

courtyards and only distant views of the site from the back.457  The only 

images of the interior of buildings or machinery relate to the Mint.458  There 

are seven Phillp views which include the Manufactory, sometimes merely as a 

backdrop.  These include a view of the Principal Building from the approach 

road with Rolling Mill Row to the right and Mill Pool in the foreground (figure 

19).  This is one of the established viewpoints which had already been used 

by Francis Eginton senior (figure 9), in Swinney’s Directory (figure 10) and 

would be used again in published images.459  Phillp’s version is an undated, 

unfinished study.  The buildings are shown in ink line with some landscape 

and vegetation in the foreground in pencil and crayon.  Written underneath in 

pencil is ‘The trees sketched by Amos Green York’.460   

 

 
457 Catalogue 21 shows the complex from the rear. 
458 BMAG2003.31.68 DESIGNS INTENDED FOR SOHO NEW MINT, 1799 shows the 
presses and designs for the ceiling; BMAG2003.31.149 Side View of the Presses, in Soho 
New Mint, 1799 and BMAG2003.31.184 SKETCHES of one of the PRESSES, SOHO MINT 
show the presses.  They are illustrated in Mason, 2009, pp.210-11. 
459 See figures 26, 27, 29 and 32. 
460 Green (1735-1807) was a fruit and landscape painter who was strongly influenced by the 
theories of the picturesque, see catalogue 24 for further information. 
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The contrast between Phillp’s straight, tight buildings and Green’s looser 

vegetation is marked.  The relationship of Phillp’s drawing which is a skeletal, 

architectural outline, to the other versions of this view is not clear.  It is 

possible that this is a preliminary study for another version, now missing, 

which provided the model for branding images.  All of Phillp’s dated views of 

the Manufactory from other viewpoints are 1796 so predate the publication of 

views in the Monthly and Copper Plate magazines (see chapter three).  

Phillp’s other works which include the manufactory are considered in 

catalogue 19 to 25.  There are two watercolours, one showing the engine 

works across Hockley Pool (figure 50) and the other the very top of the 

Principal Building (figure 51).  A pen and ink view from Birmingham Heath 

shows how the complex sat within the landscape (figure 52).  There is also a 

pen and wash study of a boat house which includes part of the engine works 

in the background (figure 53) and a view of Rolling Mill Row across Mill Pool 

(figure 54).  These images show aspects of the manufactory that Boulton 

chose not to depict in the published images. 

 

Phillp’s other works which show the whole of the Principal Building are an 

undated design for a medal and a reworking of the aquatint plate by Francis 

Eginton discussed above (figure 9).461 The reworking of Eginton’s plate (figure 

57) is likely to have been undertaken as an experiment in the technique rather 

than as a serious updating with a view to printing further copies as it is 

considerably less accomplished than the original.462  The design for the medal 

(figure 56) shows the Principal Building with the canal in front of it and a blank 
                                            
461 See p.76. 
462 It was a very crude reworking, see catalogue 26 for comparison with Eginton’s original, 
and only two prints from the plate are known. 
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exergue (space for a date).  No medal of this design is known to have been 

made.463  This is perhaps a surprising omission; the only advertising medal for 

Soho produced in any quantity was the Medallic Scale.  Struck in 1803, but 

dated 1798, it showed Boulton on the obverse and a reverse with series of 

concentric rings indicating the number of coins of that diameter that could be 

struck in a minute.  The medal was struck to counter the claims of Droz that 

he had made the improvements to the minting machinery at Soho so the 

selection of imagery is appropriate.464  There is no evidence as to why Phillp 

produced his design, it may have been an exercise he undertook on his own 

initiative, or it may have been connected to a proposed Soho Manufactory 

medal with a branding purpose. 

  

Very few images by Phillp showing the house are known, adding little to the 

evidence of the later printed images.465  The only views of the exterior include 

it in the far distance, on top of the hill (figures 58 to 60), similar to the 

published view by Barber (figure 18).466  These works give useful context for 

the immediate setting of the house but provide little additional information on 

the house itself.  The other views of the estate (figures 61 to 78) bring life to 

the maps and the bills for the construction of the garden buildings, the stables 

and the walks. They illustrate the importance of the pools as part of the vista, 

and for recreation; they make clear the extent to which the area was wooded, 
                                            
463 See catalogue 25 for other medals showing the Principal Building. 
464 Sue Tungate, catalogue entry in Mason (ed.), 2009, p.211; BAH3782/12/48/131 MB to 
Ambrose Weston 8 Sept 1803. 
465 This cannot be because he had no access to the private world of the family home as he 
lived there.  The only known interior of the house shows a butler cleaning plate, private 
collection, photographs in files at Soho House.  There are also a number of designs for the 
fitting out of a Library which are likely to relate to Soho House, BMAG2003.31.63-7.  The 
portion of the house containing the Library was demolished in the 1860s and it is not clear if 
any of Phillp’s designs were used. 
466 The same viewpoint would later be used by Francis Eginton junior, catalogue 9 and 11.  
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depict the barren heath, the enclosed fields and surrounding buildings and 

populate the estate with real people rather than the glamorous visitors added 

to the published images.467  Another of Phillp’s works, a transcription of a 

poem by an anonymous author makes available a poetic interpretation of the 

development of the estate that would not otherwise be known (figure 79 and 

appendix 1.6).  These are considered in catalogue entries 30 to 48. 

 

The dated images we have of Soho are all relatively early in Phillp’s career -

he was probably around eighteen when he produced these views.  They may 

have been undertaken as a specific part of his training as many of them date 

to June and July 1796 when he was probably working with Joseph Barber.  

This was a time when views for various branding images were under 

consideration, The Tablet was available, Phillips of the Monthly Magazine was 

in contact with James Watt and Stebbing Shaw had been discussing images 

for inclusion in his History of Staffordshire so Phillp may have been asked to 

produce some of the source material for these images.468  It is possible that 

the views by Robert Riddell, discussed below, also inspired Phillp, as may 

Boulton’s works in the park.  Phillp captured the estate at the brief time when 

it was surrounded by both enclosed land and Birmingham Heath, particularly 

demonstrated in figure 52.469  He lived at Soho until around 1807, and in 

Handsworth until July 1809 when he married and moved to Caroline Street.470  

                                            
467 See catalogue 19 to 51 for individual consideration of these views. 
468 See figures 26, 32 and 33 for the Monthly and Stebbing Shaw.  They are considered below 
and in catalogue 6, 10 and 11. 
469 Phillp’s views were drawn after the Handsworth Enclosure Award of 1794 but before the 
Birmingham Heath Award of 1802, Brown in Dick (ed.), 2009. 
470 BAH DR034/35, p.223 St Phillips Parish Registers, Marriage of John Phillp, Parish of 
Handsworth to Mary Anne Kimberley of parish of St Martins, 22 July 1809.  BAH DR035/29 St 
Pauls Bham Burials 1813-8, p. 83 no 658 Buried St Pauls 14 July 1815 John Phillp of 
Caroline St.  I am grateful to Nicholas Molyneux for these references. 
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It is not clear if he ceased to draw the Soho estate after 1796 or if there were 

later images which have not survived or are not known.  Phillp’s available 

work is a haphazard selection, what has survived in the hands of his 

descendants and has been made known to museum staff. 

 

Phillp was not the only artist depicting Soho and its environs, but these 

images by other artists, like Phillp’s were not multiplied, so are not widely 

known.  However, a series of three unsigned, undated watercolours of Soho 

are more clearly linked to later published ‘branding’ images than Phillp’s work.  

Two copies of each are known, one in the King George III Topographical 

Collection and the other in the Staffordshire Views Collection.471  They show 

two views of the Manufactory, the standard view from the approach road 

(figure 20), and the only known view of the Principal Building from the 

opposite side (figure 21).  The third shows Hockley Pool with Soho House on 

top of the hill in the distance, a viewpoint which was also used by others 

(figure 22).472  These watercolours are likely to have been intended to serve 

as a preliminary work to inform a print for multiplication and circulation.  It is 

not clear how copies made their way into the King’s collection which drew 

material from a wide variety of sources, and has been described as an 

expression of British patriotism demonstrating British superiority.473  The 

copies at Stafford may have formed part of Stebbing Shaw’s papers for a 

                                            
471 The standard view of the Principal Building is British Library King’s Topographical 
Collection XLII 82.n and WSL, SV-VII.24a.  The Principal Building from the other side is BL 
KTop XLII 82.o and WSL, SV-VII.25a.  Soho House and Pool is BL KTop XLII 82.p and WSL, 
SV-VII.28a. 
472 Barber in the Tablet (catalogue 4), Phillp (catalogue 28-29), and Francis Eginton junior 
(catalogue 9 and 11). 
473 Peter Barber, ‘King George III’s topographical collection: a Georgian view of Britain and 
the world’, in Kim Sloan (ed.), Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth 
Century, London, 2003, p.163. 
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History of Staffordshire acquired by William Salt.474  Both collections also 

contain a watercolour of Prospect Hill, the home and workshop of the glass 

painter and former Soho employee Francis Eginton senior which appeared as 

the illustration immediately after Soho in Shaw’s volume, engraved by Francis 

Eginton junior (?1775-1823) who also engraved the Soho plates.475  The 

image of the Manufactory that was included in Shaw’s History shows a 

different forecourt layout and a pitched, rather than a domed roof, to the 

Latchet building, it illustrates changes which had taken place on the site 

between the production of these watercolours and the publication of the book, 

some six years later.476  It seems likely that the watercolours were prepared 

when an illustration in Shaw’s publication was first proposed in 1795 and 

Boulton made a list in his notebook.  They could be ‘No 1 View of Manufactory 

for Mr Shaw’, ‘2 opposite view from Brick Kiln’ and ‘5 View of Lawn & House & 

pool from Ford’s Corner’.477  However, the volume which included Soho did 

not appear until 1801 by which time the approach road had been changed 

and the stables and part of the Latchet Works built, so an updated version 

was necessary.     

 

The view of the Principal Building from the road (figure 20), the standard view, 

shows that road with informal gates before it was rerouted.  There is dark, 

dense vegetation in the foreground which contrasts strongly with the light front 

                                            
474 M.W. Greenslade, ‘Stebbing Shaw’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 24 June 2007.  Other 
material in the Staffordshire Views collection relates to images used in, or intended for Shaw’s 
History, for example SV-IV.184a, watercolour of Etruria (figure 5). 
475 Francis Eginton junior was the nephew of Francis Eginton, see p.288. 
476 See catalogue 6 for further details of the development of the Latchet Works and catalogue 
10 for the Manufactory in Stebbing Shaw. 
477 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, p. 36.  Ford’s corner was close to Hockley Abbey, 
see catalogue 50. 
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façade of the Principal Building, the focus of the image.  Rolling Mill Row is in 

deep shadow, a less important building but necessary to illustrate the size of 

the manufactory complex behind the Principal Building.  The vegetation to the 

left of the Principal Building is dark; again, contrasting with and highlighting 

the lighter building.  Like the others in the series the painting shows no 

people.  This view could be the first in the list in Boulton’s 1795 notebook, ‘No. 

1 View of Manufactory for Mr Shaw’, emphasizing the elegant building and the 

scale of the manufactory as the earlier branding images had done.   

 

The watercolour of the Principal Building from the other side is taken from a 

track among trees (figure 21) and is likely to be the ‘opposite view from Brick 

Kiln’ of Boulton’s list which was not listed as intended for Shaw’s 

publication.478  Both sides of the path are flanked by trees forming dark side 

screens which open out to the light, smooth expanse of the Principal Building.  

This time the light is from the right, so again it falls onto the main façade.  

Only the Principal Building is shown, with the flat terrace in front and the canal 

in front of that.  To the right is Hockley Pool, depicted to look like a curving 

river.  This is probably a deliberate device, altering the view to provide more of 

the variety called for in the picturesque than the actual flat expanse of water, a 

technique which was approved by Gilpin.479  Thornhill House is visible in the 

distance.480   This is the view that most illustrates Boulton’s plan to make the 

entrances dark, it suggests that the viewer is emerging from a dark, secluded 

                                            
478 BAH3782/12/60/265 Memoranda by Matthew Boulton, respecting his partnership with John 
Fothergill.  3 Sep. 1765 and 20 Mar. 1766 mention building a brick kiln in 1761 to make bricks 
for building work and selling the surplus.  No information has been found about its location or 
how long it was operated. 
479 Richard Humphries, ‘Introduction’ in Gilpin, 2005 [1782], pp.10-11. 
480 For Thornhill House see catalogue 48. 
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woodland path and has come upon the massive, light, classical Principal 

Building. 481  In reality the viewer would have just come close by the Mint, not 

through woodland.   Even if these buildings were screened from view by 

vegetation it would have been impossible not to be aware of their presence 

when they were working because of the noise, smoke and smell. There were 

secluded wooded glades to walk through at Soho, but they were elsewhere in 

the park.  This view may have accorded with Boulton’s private plans for the 

estate, even for the experience he was happy for people to have when they 

were actually there, but this watercolour was not an image he chose to use to 

promote his factory.  This angle does not show the full scale of the enterprise, 

it captures the Principal Building but not the number of other buildings beyond.  

It is not even readily identifiable as a factory, whereas the small workshops 

beyond in the more commonly used view make it immediately apparent that 

this was not a country house. 

 

The third watercolour shows Hockley Pool in the foreground with Soho House, 

with Samuel Wyatt’s elevation, on top of the hill in the distance, similar to 

Barber and Phillp’s views (figures 18, 58, 59 and 60).  This could be the ‘View 

of Lawn & House & pool from Ford’s Corner’, the fifth view on Boulton’s list.  

Again, there is open grassland in front of the house and dense trees around 

and behind.  At the bottom of the hill to the left is the mint chimney. The 

cupola and weather vane of the Principal Building are also visible in the trees.  

The foreground shows a track, rough grassland and the trees which are 

visible in Phillp and Eginton junior’s views.  These unsigned views are less 

                                            
481 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, p.29.  It is not really an entrance to Soho but 
demonstrates the opening up of a view of the Principal Building through an arch of trees. 
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concerned with topographical recording than Phillp’s watercolours of Soho 

and make greater use of contrasts of dark and light.  The manufactory 

buildings are drawn in ink with watercolour wash, the landscape and 

vegetation are watercolour.  The relationship between the two sets of 

watercolours is uncertain, those in the King’s collection are perhaps copies 

done at his request.482  The depiction of the approach to the manufactory prior 

to the rerouting of the track and the gates and piers seems to date the view of 

the Principal Building to 1797 or earlier.483  However, the view of the house 

and pool includes Samuel Wyatt’s 1798 front elevation of Soho House which 

would suggest that this was made later or the artist had prior knowledge of 

how the house would look when completed.  This view could have been 

produced in order to illustrate how the new elevation would look in its 

landscape setting.484   

 

Another pair of watercolours of Soho Manufactory exist with an associated 

plan (figures 23-25).  These are also by an unknown artist and were prepared 

as part of the papers for the trial of a group of men who raided the 

manufactory in 1800.  The front view shows the Principal Building and Rolling 

Mill Row with the robbers’ entry route marked in red and some rooms labelled 

                                            
482 The copies of the plates at the Salt library have annotations which give the numbers of the 
copies in the King George III topographical collection but it is not clear when these were 
added.  There are some slight differences between the versions, for instance in vegetation, 
skies and the central portion of the Latchet Works has two storeys of windows in the WSL 
version but three in the BL version. 
483 The Stafford copies are dated as c.1798 in the catalogue but this would appear to be 
linked to the same date assigned to the loose sheets from Stebbing Shaw in the same 
collection, probably based on the date of publication of volume one of his History in 1798.  
The British Library date these views as c.1775-1809. 
484 There is a further unsigned watercolour by a different hand, WSL SV-VII.21.  It has a 
catalogue date of 1798 but this is based on the other material in the collection.  It shows the 
curving approach to manufactory, before it was altered and a domed roof to the latchet works 
and appears to be a later copy of John Phillp’s view or a related image, see catalogue 24. 

     124



(figure 24).  It adds little to an understanding of the robbery but is the 

standard, recognisable view of the Principal Building.  The ‘view of Brook Row 

& the back of the manufactory’ shows the roofs and chimneys of the courtyard 

buildings and the back of the Principal Building (figure 25).  This is the first 

since the batiment vû (figure 8) to show the complex from the back in any 

detail.  There would not be another until William West’s Picturesque Views, 

and Descriptions of Cities, Towns, Castles, Mansions […] in Staffordshire and 

Shropshire (1830) and The Penny Magazine in 1835 which were produced 

after Boulton’s death when the Principal Building was no longer used as a 

symbol of the business to the same extent (figures 46 and 47).   

 

The works by John Phillp and others considered above indicate the range of 

possible alternative views of the Soho Manufactory.  The fact that none of 

these possibilities were used in publicly circulated images until after Boulton’s 

death emphasises his desire to maintain a recognisable, consistent image of 

the factory in order to promote his brand identity.  The repeated use of the 

same viewpoint showing the Principal Building made it easier for viewers to 

recognise the manufactory and associate it with Boulton’s products. 

 

 

Influences and inspiration 

 

Boulton was aware of, and at times influenced by, debates on aesthetics and 

taste throughout the development of the Principal Building, its setting, and the 

products made there.  As was noted in chapter one, it was essential that a 
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manufacturer selling goods dependent on being considered fashionable and 

tasteful, be seen to be up-to-date with such considerations.  He was prepared 

to engage and to use the vocabulary and techniques if advantageous, 

emphasising his knowledge of current theories to relate to potential 

customers.  At other times he was more influenced by practical issues.  The 

improvements that took place on the estate at Soho were planned and 

overseen by Boulton.  He wanted to create something that was his own, that 

could be used and enjoyed by his family, friends and visitors, not to adhere to 

current fashions and theories.  There is no indication of input from 

professional garden designers.  He did know Humphry Repton (1752-1818) 

who wrote in 1789, early in his career as a landscape gardener, to ask about 

the potential and cost of using steam engines to move water.485  In the same 

letter he queried the spelling on Boulton’s halfpenny as he was ‘too jealous of 

your Character as a friend to suffer even the appearance of a slip to pass 

unnoticed’.486  Repton visited Soho in 1795, a time when much work was 

being undertaken in the garden.  He expressed thanks to M.R. Boulton for the 

gift of a copy press, enquired about shoe latchets and passed on his thanks to 

Boulton senior for his hospitality.  Only one sentence in this long letter 

appears to relate to the garden at Soho, ‘I long to know whether you have 

persevered in the line of approach, and how you have succeeded in opening 

the water from the library’, so M.R. Boulton at least, appears to have sought 

informal advice from Repton about improving the views from the house.487   

 

                                            
485 Stephen Daniels, ‘Humphry Repton’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 14 Feb 2009. 
486 BAH3782/12/34/171 Humphry Repton to MB 21 Sept 1789. 
487 BAH3782/13/14/14 Humphry Repton to MRB 6 Dec 1795. 
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Boulton’s avoidance of professional garden designers was not unique.  

Uvedale Price’s An Essay on the Picturesque (1794) suggested that 

gentlemen with a taste for drawing and painting could arrange their own 

garden improvements rather than hiring a professional to ‘torture their 

estates’.488  However, in Boulton’s case it is more likely to have been the 

result of having a clear idea of what he wanted to achieve himself.  The 

gentlemen Price had in mind were able to devote much more time and money 

to their projects than Boulton.  He could be quick to reject ideas he did not 

like, even though they may have been fashionable.  An unknown writer had 

seen Soho before the improvements and again in 1796 and been inspired to 

write a poem.489  Boulton drafted alternatives to sections of it, ending: 

And most of all myself to please 
Nor Knight nor Price nor Burk sublime 
I ape in Landskip, nor in Rhime.490 
 

It emphasised the creation of a neat garden from barren waste, the 

conquering of nature.  Boulton stressed that the work had been done to 

please himself and that he had not attempted to thoughtlessly reproduce the 

theories and ideas of Richard Payne Knight, Uvedale Price or Edmund Burke.  

The original poem had noted that ‘To your own taste you owe your own 

Parterre’ so, Boulton did not initiate this rejection of theorists but appeared to 

agree and is likely to have discussed it with the anonymous author. 

  

Yet, in the same year that this poem was written Robert Riddell ARA (fl. 1790-

1807) produced seven views of Soho which seem to have been strongly 

                                            
488 Stephanie Ross, ‘The Picturesque: An Eighteenth-Century Debate’, The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol.46, No.2 (Winter 1987), pp.271-9. 
489 Transcribed in appendix 1.6. 
490 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB Notebook, 1795   See catalogue 52 for further discussion. 
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influenced by popular theoretical approaches.491  He had been introduced to 

Boulton in 1795 by the engine erector, James Lawson (c.1760-1818), 

because Boulton ‘wanted some views taken for an Account of Staffordshire 

then publishing’.492  Lawson’s letter explained that Riddell had made ‘the 

rough sketch of Soho taken from the Common near Mr. Ford’s house’.  He 

was now a ‘professional drawer’ in London and had published some views in 

Scotland.493  What Riddell produced were not merely topographical views of 

the existing landscape but included proposals for improvements to the park.  

He told Boulton every care had been taken to make the views as agreeable as 

possible and to ‘make every variety that the scenes would admit of’.  He 

continued: 

In the view made to suggest the improvements, you’ll observe that 
simplicity is particularly attended to and can easily be accomplished in 
nature, the places planted with shrubs are purposely to break the lines 
of formality, and hide the stalks of the fir trees which give the scene a 
bare dry look, and to break the edge of the ford when seen from the 
windows of the house &c.  I think the break in the hill where the sand 
has been dug adds to the beauty of the place and will moreso if there is 
an ash & Oak tree planted in it, you often perceive such places In 
nature which strikes you with admiration.494 
 

Riddell’s choice of language and proposed alterations suggest that he was 

strongly influenced by the theories of the beautiful and the picturesque.  

Terms such as ‘simplicity’ and ‘beauty’ link to the theories of Burke and 

                                            
491 Simon Houfe, The Dictionary of British Book Illustrators and Caricaturists 1800-1914, 
Woodbridge, 1978, p.433; Algernon Graves, The Royal Academy of Arts A Complete 
Dictionary of Contributors and their work from its foundation in 1769 to 1904, London, 1906, 
Vol. VI,  p.269. 
492 BAH3782/12/66/45 James Lawson to MB 12 July 1795.  This was Stebbing Shaw’s History 
of Staffordshire, but the volume containing a description of Soho was not published until 1801 
and used images by Francis Eginton junior, see catalogue 10 and 11, and p.173. 
493 BAH3782/12/66/45 James Lawson to MB 12 July 1795.  Mr. Ford’s House was Hockley 
Abbey, see catalogue 50. 
494 BAH3782/12/41/203 R Riddle [sic] to MB 15 June 1796. I am grateful to Professor Peter 
Jones for this reference. 
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Hogarth while phrases like ‘break the lines of formality’ connote contemporary 

writings about the picturesque.495  

 

The aesthetic category of the picturesque was particularly fashionable, and 

influenced landscape gardening and poetry as well as sketching and painting.  

Theorists of the picturesque included Gilpin as well as Knight and Price, 

mentioned in the poem above.  Riddell’s references to variety, to breaking up 

the lines of formality and the admiration of, and desire to replicate nature are 

characteristic of the picturesque.496  Riddell proposed to add new trees that 

Boulton had planted when he next visited and explained that he had not 

finished the other drawing where the ‘new house’ was to have been placed.  

The completion was to wait for James Wyatt’s grand scheme for the house to 

be finished, which, with its regularity and smooth lines would have been 

beautiful rather than picturesque.  Riddell’s views are not known to have 

survived, nor is their format or medium known, but he charged five guineas for 

each of the seven views which suggests that they were not simply 

watercolours.497 

 

It is difficult to determine the understanding and influence of debates on 

garden design and aesthetic theories on Boulton and his circle, but they did 

inform the way the Principal Building looked, the way the park was set out and 
                                            
495 William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty, [1753], New Haven and London, 1997; Edmund 
Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
[1757], Oxford, 1990. 
496 Ann Bermingham. Landscape and Ideology, Berkley, Ca.,1986. 
497 BAH3782/12/41/203 R Riddle [sic] to MB 15 June 1796.  There is a possibility that the 
unsigned watercolours at the BL and in the WSL (figures 20-22) considered above are some 
of the works by Riddell but these unsigned watercolour views would be extremely expensive 
at the prices he charged.  Amos Green and Joseph Barber are also artists with connections to 
Soho who could be possible authors of these works.  Riddell’s work would later be used by 
Francis Eginton junior when preparing images for Shaw’s volume, see p.175. 
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how both were depicted in published images.  As producers of decorative 

goods aimed at the upper classes and veterans of the Grand Tour there must 

have been an understanding of such fashionable concepts.  Boulton was 

always anxious to portray himself as a man of taste and fashion; it made good 

business sense to draw on current aesthetic approaches for design of his 

high-end products.498  Erasmus Darwin wrote that Boulton ‘has joined taste 

and philosophy with manufacture and commerce’.499  Complex debates raged 

around these theories and their application.  Bills show that Boulton’s 

purchases from booksellers were wide-ranging and did include works which 

addressed these issues.  He bought Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty (1752) from 

Thomas Aris in 1754 and another copy in 1774. 500  This second copy may 

have been a replacement or it may have been a reference copy for use by 

designers at the Manufactory.  He made notes to buy Thomas Whately’s 

Observations on Modern Gardening and Laying out Pleasure Grounds, (1770) 

and William Mason’s poem The English Garden, (1772).501   

 

The catalogue of the disposal of part of the Boulton library by Christie’s in 

1986 includes Gilpin’s Observations relative chiefly to picturesque beauty 

(1792), Three essays on picturesque beauty (1792),  Remarks on forest 

scenery (2nd edition, 1794), Observations on the River Wye (5th edition, 1800) 

and An essay on prints (5th edition, 1802).  Other books on aesthetics and 

taste were Price’s Essay on the Picturesque, Archibald Alison, Essays on the 

                                            
498 Fox in McCalman (ed.), 1999; Robinson, 1953. 
499 Erasmus Darwin to Feilde 26 April 1768 quoted in Stebbing Shaw,1801, p.117. 
500 BAH3782/6/189/4 Bill Thomas Aris 9 Jan to 16 Dec 1754; BAH3782/6/192/28 Bill 
Executors of Samuel Aris 3 July 1772-16 Jan 1775.   
501 BAH3782/12/107/6 MB diary 1771; BAH3782/12/108/7 MB Notebook 8, 1772.  It is not 
certain that he did actually purchase these works. 
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nature and principles of taste, (1811 edition)502 and Richard Payne Knight’s,  

An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste (2nd edition, 1805).503  

However, inclusion in this sale does not necessarily mean that the books were 

purchased at the time of publication, in 1804 M.R. Boulton asked a book 

dealer to find him copies of Gilpin’s works that he did not already own.504  

Similarly, exclusion of a title from this listing does not mean it was not owned 

as this sale did not represent the entire library.  The Soho House library loans 

book for 1814-45, includes a range of books ‘rather broader than suggested 

by the remains of the library sold at Christie’s’.505 

 

Some in Boulton’s circle, like Amos Green and his wife Harriet Lister were 

enthusiastic about the picturesque.506  Others were actively involved in 

aesthetic debates.  Erasmus Darwin was criticised for being too much 

influenced by Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty (1753).507  He argued that poetry 

should be like nature and have ‘so much sublimity, beauty, or novelty, as to 

interest the reader; and should be expressed in picturesque language, so as 

to bring the scenery before his eye’.508  He wrote in his own poetry of 

Wedgwood’s pottery in terms of beauty and of the steam engine as 

sublime.509  Boulton and his family used the terminology of the aesthetic 

debates.  In a tongue-in-cheek letter to his son in 1793 Boulton’s ‘Extract of 

                                            
502 The catalogue suggests this was a first edition; in fact it was first published in 1790. 
503 Christie’s, London, Books from the Library of Matthew Boulton and his family, 12 
December 1986, Lots 96 and 167. 
504 BAH3782/13/13/55-6 Charles Meyer to MRB 19 Dec 1804 and 2 Jan 1805. 
505 Dealer’s catalogue entry for Soho House Library Loan book, now BAH3782/21 
Acc2009/168. 
506 See catalogue 24. 
507 King-Hele, p.291. 
508 Robert N. Ross, ‘ “To Charm Thy Curious Eye”: Erasmus Darwin’s Poetry at the Vestibule 
of Knowledge’, Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol.32, No.3 (1971), pp.379-394. 
509 John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century, 
London, 1997, pp.594-5. 
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the Journal of the Sohoites’ told of a journey from Derby to Matlock, ‘The 

sublimity of the lofty rocks, the beauty of the scenery, and the sprightliness of 

the company all conspired to delight and make all our flock of chickens kackle’ 

which picked up on the language of Hogarth and Burke.510  Later he made a 

note to ‘Make a picturesk Building’.511   Although he was inspired by Hockley 

Abbey, Richard Ford’s picturesque building, and used it when creating views 

out of Soho, Boulton does not seem to have built his own version.512  

However, he did apply techniques of the picturesque, creating variety and 

breaking up lines, making a note to ‘plant some handsome Single Trees on ye 

South side the great walk which make only 10 or 10½ feet wide & thus ye 

walk will be broke by Shadows.’513  His plan to make the entrances to the 

estate dark and form ‘Gothick arches’ of trees would create contrasts of dark 

and light that could highlight the beauty and regularity of the Principal Building 

as seen in the anonymous watercolour (figure 21).514 

 

Some of the theorists visited Soho; Burke came in 1782 with Lord Plymouth 

and Lord Craven, long after he had written his Inquiry into […] Our Ideas of 

the Sublime and Beautiful (1757).  Boulton was in Cornwall and Hodges 

reported that they purchased ‘a few trifles’.515  William Gilpin (1724-1800), the 

proponent of the Picturesque, visited Birmingham and Soho on his way to the 

Lakes in 1772.  He complained that the buildings near Birmingham were ‘in 

                                            
510 BAH3782/13/36/106 MB to MRB 1-2 Sept 1793.  The ‘chickens’ were Patty and Mary 
Fothergill, the daughters of Boulton’s former business partner John Fothergill, and Anne 
Boulton, Patty Fothergill’s diary, private collection, copy in files at Soho House. 
511 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB Notebook 1795, p.31.   
512 See p.134, for Hockley Abbey see catalogue 50. 
513 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB Notebook 1795, p.29. 
514 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, p. 29. 
515 BAH3782/12/63/30 John Hodges to MB 14 Nov. 1782. 
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great profusion, and generally of a reddish hue’ as the houses were built of a 

‘kind of brick, which has a peculiar red cast.  This tint predominating in a 

country, as it does here is very unpleasing.’  He continued: 

Near Birmingham we went to see Bolton’s hard-ware manufactory.  It is 
a town under a single roof; containing about seven hundred work 
people. But notwithstanding it is a scene of industry, utility, and 
ingenuity, it is difficult to keep the eye in humour among so many 
frivolous arts; and check it’s looking with contempt on an hundred men 
employed in making a snuff-box.’516  
 

The scale of enterprise and division of labour championed by Adam Smith and 

believed by the Earl of Shelburne to have contributed to Birmingham’s 

development did not impress Gilpin.517  The division of labour destroyed the 

artisan quality; it removed the link between the maker and the object, even 

‘frivolous’ objects like snuff boxes.518  Mass production, with its aim to 

produce thousands of standard objects, did not fit into Gilpin’s beliefs, so his 

opinion of Soho was not favourable, although he did see it as ingenious.  

Boulton’s reaction to this description is not known; Gilpin visited in 1772, the 

work was not published until 1786, but had been privately circulated before

then.

 

journey: 

                                           

519  Gilpin’s opinion of Wedgwood’s products was very different.  He had 

hoped to visit as he continued north on the same 

In our road we wished for time to have visited the potteries of Mr. 
Wedgwood; where the elegant arts of old Etruria are revived.  It would 
have been pleasing to see all these works in their progress to 

 
516 William Gilpin, Observations, relative chiefly to picturesque beauty, made in the year 1772, 
on several parts of England; particularly the mountains, and lakes of Cumberland, and 
Westmoreland, Vol. 1, London, 1786, p.51. 
517 Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations, Oxford, 1998, pp.11-31; Hopkins, 1989, p.7. 
518 This prefigures Marxist ideas on alienation, that workers produce goods from which only 
the capitalist owners profit and that those workers become commodities, who must sell their 
labour in the marketplace as goods are sold, Jae Emerling, Theory for Art History, New York 
and London, 2005, p.19. 
519 Humphreys in Gilpin, 2005 [1782], p.9. 
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perfection; but it was of less moment; as the forms of all his Tuscan 
vases were familiar to us.520 

 
As he did not see these goods being produced, Gilpin was able to continue to 

think of them in terms of classical beauty.  Wedgwood was strongly influenced 

by classical designs and had communicated those credentials more effectively 

than Boulton.  He had not undertaken mass production on the scale that 

Boulton had, nor had he sought to make cheap objects, so was not viewed in 

the same way. 

 

Although he was careful to show his factory consistently from one viewpoint 

so that it became a recognisable symbol of the businesses, Boulton’s 

notebooks make clear his interest in views both into and out of the whole 

estate.  He planned to ‘shut out the sight of the world and make openings to 

all that is pleasant and agreeable’.  A list of ‘Views from and of Soho’ is 

followed by a note to look at Soho from seven different places.521  A few 

pages later there is a list of eight ‘pictures of and from Soho’ which probably 

relate to the three unsigned watercolours considered above, the first intended 

for Shaw’s History of Staffordshire.522  When it was finally published in 1801 it 

described how the house, on top of the hill, provided spectacular views.523  

Boulton considered not just his own estate but also those of his neighbours 

when constructing views: 

Hockley Abby  
Make a picturesk Building & plant 

                                            
520 William Gilpin, Observations, relative chiefly to picturesque beauty, made in the year 1772, 
on several parts of England; particularly the mountains, and lakes of Cumberland, and 
Westmoreland. [..]. Vol. 1. London, 1786., pp.69-70. 
521 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, pp. 30-1. 
522 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, p. 36. 
523 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, p.121, see transcript in appendix 1.5. 
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some trees nr Ford’s Corner to look at & from524 
 

Hockley Abbey was owned by Richard Ford who had also created pleasure 

grounds around his house.525  This adjoining estate would have made Soho 

feel larger than it actually was, extending the views beyond the boundaries of 

Boulton’s own grounds.   

 

This interest in views was particularly fashionable at the time. It had grown out 

of the opening up of the Lake District to tourists and the guidebooks produced 

to help the traveller undertake these journeys.  Thomas West’s Guide to the 

Lakes (1778) identified a number of carefully selected points, which he called 

stations, from which the best views could be obtained.  He wrote of the 

landscape in the language of pictorial composition, of foreground, middle-

distance and sidescreens.  West’s Guide became indispensable to tourists; 

there had been ten editions by 1812.  The stations were carefully listed and 

described by West but were sometimes marked on the ground by crosses on 

the turf or by a summerhouse or shelter from which to admire and sketch.  

The first station at Bowness even had a caretaker.526  Gilpin also set out 

specific points from which he suggested views should be taken as they most 

complied with his theories of the picturesque.  Having identified those 

positions he argued that it was acceptable when painting them to alter the 

view in front of the artist to make it even more picturesque.  This caused some 

                                            
524 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB Notebook 1795, p.31. 
525 See catalogue 50 for more on Ford and Hockley Abbey. 
526 Moir, pp.140-4. 
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confusion as tourists tried to compare the plates in his published tours to the 

landscape in front of them.527 

 

Boulton too was creating stations, specific places from which he expected the 

factory and house to be admired, and from which it was most frequently 

illustrated.  The most effective of these were the Principal Building from the 

approach road, and the house and lawns from the opposite side of Hockley 

Pool.  The repeated use of these same stations and suppression of published 

versions of the alternatives, shown by the images considered in this chapter, 

helped to create a recognisable image.  The solid, beautiful, classical Principal 

Building stood for a long established, tasteful and reliable business.  The view 

of the house showed Boulton’s extensive landholdings and his garden, again 

speaking of taste and permanence but suggesting that he had gone beyond 

successful manufacturer to attain the additional status of gentleman.  This 

repetition reinforced the messages Boulton wished to convey about Soho.  

Boulton was using the landscape to present Soho as an experience rather 

than simply a factory; visitors had to enter the landscape that Boulton had 

transformed to reach the manufactory.  His understanding of aesthetic 

categories such as the beautiful and the picturesque informed the layout of 

the site, and the way it was depicted in the images considered in chapter one.  

It would go on to influence the images considered in the next chapter; the 

selection of Francis Eginton junior to produce images led to the introduction of 

further elements of the picturesque into views of Soho. 
                                            
527 Susan Rasmussen, ‘Let us amuse ourselves with searching after effects [...]’ in 
Rasmussen, Reynolds, Smith, Walker, ‘Travel by the Book: An exhibition of 18th Century 
illustrated travel books at the Barber Institute of Fine Arts’, Birmingham, 2006, p.8; Richard 
Humphreys, ‘Introduction’, to William Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye […], [1782], 
2005, pp.9-10. 
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Conclusion 

 

The development and subsequent depiction of the estate was part of the 

construction of the image of Soho and Boulton.  The parkland setting was an 

important element of the experience of the visitor to the manufactory, a 

demonstration of the taste and elegance of the owner, and by extension, his 

factory and its output.  Warner’s description of Soho in 1802 began, ‘The 

situation of the house is commanding, the disposition of the grounds tasty, 

and the manufactories as striking for their neatness as magnificence.’528   

However, Boulton was very much his own man, adopting and adapting 

theories and fashions when they suited him and rejecting them when they did 

not.  Throughout, attention was paid to practical issues, power for the factory, 

the watering of the plants and level walks which were easier for him and his 

daughter.  It became a haven for Boulton to ‘shut out the sight of the world 

and make openings to all that is pleasant and agreeable’.529  Peter Jones has 

argued that latterly Boulton became disenchanted with Birmingham and 

increasingly withdrew to Soho, the creation of the estate allowed him to do 

this.530 

 

Ownership of land represented permanence; it identified the owner physically 

with the nation.  The governing classes tended to rely on income from land 

rather than commerce, so landholding was an important signifier of wealth and 

                                            
528 Rev. Richard Warner, A Tour through the Northern Counties of England, and the Borders 
of Scotland, 1802, Vol. II, p.212. 
529 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB notebook 1795, p. 29. 
530 Peter Jones, pers. comm. and ‘Matthew Boulton: Enlightenment Man’, keynote lecture 
given at ‘Where Genius and Arts Preside’: Matthew Boulton and the Soho Manufactory 1809-
2009, University of Birmingham, 3 July 2009. 
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social status for a manufacturer like Boulton.531  The creation of the park 

became part of Boulton looking to realign his social standing, to be seen as a 

Gentleman, lobbyer of Parliament and Sheriff of Staffordshire, more than just 

a manufacturer.  With the publication of an image of the park in The Tablet 

Boulton began to use visual imagery to promote this aspect of himself as well 

as his manufacturing role.  This would be developed further in the images 

considered in the next chapter.   

 

Boulton’s notebooks make clear the importance he attached to views of and 

from Soho and the care he took over their construction.  Having undertaken 

so much work, he sought to circulate images which emphasised the taste and 

sophistication of the estate as well as the manufactory.  He wanted to exploit 

the views of the approach to the manufactory and of the house across the 

pool through published images.  Barber’s view in The Tablet showed the 

house on top of the hill with a vast expanse of lawn in front, and the 

manufactory buildings hidden in the trees, to be recognised as an industrial 

reference for those who knew the site.  It did not convey the subtleties or the 

detail of the grounds; it was poetry and prose descriptions which provided that 

for those who could not visit.  Most of the material that now brings the estate 

to life for us, particularly the work of John Phillp, an artist Boulton had taken 

on as a young man and trained as a replacement for Eginton, was in the 

private, not the public domain.  These works were created for pleasure, for 

training in drawing, or as tools to visualise planned works on the estate.  At 

the same time Boulton had again gone to the expense and trouble of having 

                                            
531 Chris Jones, ‘Landownership’ in (ed.) Todd, 2005, p.269. 
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an image prepared for publication in a history of Staffordshire and again this 

publication failed to appear within the promised timescale.  He turned next to 

the more rapid turnover of the world of periodicals to depict his manufactory in 

combination with descriptive text. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 

REINFORCING THE BRAND IDENTITY 1797 – 1802 
 
 
This chapter will examine the inclusion of visual representations of Soho in the 

rapidly growing field of periodicals and books, using original research into the 

commissioning process for those images.  Having spent time refining the 

parkland setting in which Soho sat and considering the associated aesthetic 

debates, Boulton was able to take advantage of the expanding and evolving 

print trade to disseminate images of the manufactory in its landscape.  

Between 1775 and 1792 when the Insurance Society poster was produced no 

views of Soho had been published, but from 1797 to 1801 illustrations 

appeared in The Monthly Magazine, The Copper Plate Magazine, Bisset’s 

Magnificent Directory and Shaw’s History of Staffordshire (figures 26, 27, 29 

and 32).  This meant that representations of Soho were multiplied on a greater 

scale than previously and were disseminated to larger and broader audiences.  

At the same time, people began to be discouraged from visiting the site, 

probably as a result of pressure from Boulton and Watt’s sons.532  Each of 

these images was associated with text, with captions on the plates 

themselves and related descriptions within the volumes, building on the 

approach taken in Swinney’s Directory in 1773.  These representations of the 

manufactory took the familiar viewpoint established in the 1770s by Francis 

Eginton (figure 9), but used it in slightly different ways.  The accompanying 

texts were likewise altered to suit the intended audiences.   

 

                                            
532 Jones in Mason (ed.), 2009, p.77. 
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This chapter will consider the publications in which the foci images were 

included, their formats and readerships, and will draw on archive material to 

explore the reasons for inclusion in those publications, providing previously 

unknown information about the commissioning process.  I will explore how 

that inclusion was mediated, the various people involved in producing the 

images and text, how image and text inter-related and the extent to which 

each anchored or relayed the messages of the other.  This is the first time the 

texts and images have been considered together in this way.  Text and image 

had to be able to stand alone in case they were separated, but originally were 

intended to be linked closely; both were used to strengthen the brand identity 

of Soho, but this link has frequently been lost over time.533    Absences from 

the images will also be considered, those things that were deliberately not 

shown, and the reasons for those exclusions. 

 

The chapter will also survey the illustrations of the illuminations at Soho which 

were held to celebrate peace in 1802 and 1814.   These were reported in 

newspapers so illustrations had to be provided quickly while the subject was 

still newsworthy.  Concerted efforts were made to maximise the coverage of 

these celebrations and to ensure the inclusion of images and descriptions of 

the Principal Building, which once again stood for the whole Soho enterprise.  

The building was used to reinforce the brand, to ensure that Soho, Boulton, 

and later his son, were seen as patriotic, benevolent and tasteful. 

 

 

                                            
533 Many images of Soho survive as single sheet prints in topographical collections, separated 
from their text. 
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Printed text and printed image 

 

The late eighteenth century was a period of great change in the production, 

availability and use of printed texts; the numbers of men, women and children 

who read them grew rapidly.  St Clair has noted that such texts shape the 

times, but are also the products of those times; the supply of printed material 

changed to meet demand, but also stimulated that demand.  People who 

could, read more books, journals and newspapers than ever before and on a 

greater range of subjects.  Individuals with less disposable income had access 

to a wider range of cheap print, partly through circulating libraries.534  The 

desire for news was accommodated by newspapers, regular entertainment 

and information was provided by magazines or ‘periodicals’.535   Print was the 

medium of mass communication and was to remain unchallenged as such 

until the development of radio.536  Raven has suggested that entrepreneurs of 

the book-trade ‘ranked with Hogarth, Boulton, Watt and Wedgwood as 

promoters and beneficiaries of an evolving ‘consumer society’’.537  Printed 

works contained advertisements and other promotional items, helping to fuel 

demand for material goods and stimulate interest in fashion by providing 

information about what was being worn in fashionable circles, but they were 

also objects of consumption themselves.538   Boulton, Watt and their sons all 

subscribed to and read periodicals as well as books.  Bills for magazines and 

                                            
534 William St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period, Cambridge, 2004, pp.7-11; 
James Raven, ‘Book production’ in Todd, 2005, pp.194-203; Brewer, 1997, pp.167-97; 
Myrone, p.300. 
535 S.H. Steinberg, rev. John Trevitt, Five Hundred Years of Printing, London, 1996, pp.121-4. 
536 John Feather, ‘The Commerce of Letters: The Study of the Eighteenth-Century Book 
Trade’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, Vol.17, No.4 (Summer 1984) p.406. 
537 Raven, p.194. 
538 Berg and Clifford, 2007, p.145; Robinson, 1987, p.100. 
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for binding them appear in the archive, including the purchase of back issues 

of magazines dating to 1734.539  They sent others to buy magazines for them, 

lent and borrowed issues, and had them sent on when travelling.540 

 

Periodicals were popular with both readers and publishers and could provide 

regular income and employment for printers.  Alexander suggests that at least 

500 different titles were published in London alone between 1730 and 1800, 

although many titles lasted only for a few issues.  There were a number of 

formats; magazines, miscellanies (which included essays), learned journals 

and reviews.541  Illustrations became an important part of those publications 

from the late 1740s and were frequently mentioned in advertisements.  Their 

inclusion created additional problems for publishers as they were produced by 

engravers who were independent craftsmen, not employees, and often did not 

meet deadlines.  Such illustrations had to be printed separately, by specialist 

printers and then inserted into each issue.542   

 

The inclusion of plates must have been considered such an important selling 

point that publishers were prepared to go to this additional trouble and 

expense.  Sometimes the plates were larger than the publication and were 

folded before insertion.  They were often placed at the beginning of an issue, 

which was easier for collation, but meant that the image was separated from 

                                            
539 BAH3782/6/189/20 Richard Bailye to Matthew Boulton.  6 Sep. 1758, includes the 
Gentleman’s Magazine for 1734, 1754, and 1755; BAH3782/6/192/28 Bill.  Executors of 
Samuel Aris to Matthew Boulton.  3 Jul. 1772-16 Jan. 1775; BAH3782/6/11/172 Thomas 
Pearson, M.R. Boulton’s bill for 1794.  Numerous bills for books also exist. 
540 BAH3782/13/16/38 John Woodward to MRB 16 Jan 1795; BAH3782/13/8/17 Thomas 
Beddoes to MRB  28 Nov. 1798; BAH3219/6/1/240 JW to JWj 31 Aug. 1804. 
541 David Alexander, ‘ “Alone worth treble the price”: illustrations in 18th-century English 
magazines’, Myers and Harris (eds.) A Millennium of the Book, Winchester, 1994, p.107. 
542 Alexander, pp.108, 113. 
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the text.  The London Magazine made a particular feature of its topographical 

plates in the 1750s, these were often folded and readers could remove them 

for integration into collections.  At least one such plate was available 

separately.  Many showed provincial views, possibly supplied by readers and 

subsidised in order to ensure their inclusion as a matter of local pride.543  The 

earliest plates were generally unsigned and frequently low quality, but from 

the late 1740s onwards more accomplished plates were produced and signed 

by their engravers.  By the 1760s advertisements for magazines emphasised 

the quality of the plates and the calibre of the artists and engravers.544 

  

The images of Soho considered in this chapter were produced at the 

beginning of a period when the application of technology transformed the way 

images and text could be reproduced, when problems were all too apparent 

and solutions were being developed.  The Fourndrier brothers began to 

produce paper using a mechanised process in Hertfordshire in 1803 which 

meant it was quicker and cheaper to produce so more paper was available.  

Stereotyping, taking a mould of a page of type which allowed a plate of the 

whole page to be produced, had been developed in the sixteenth century and 

was being used for whole books by the eighteenth.  The real revolution in 

printing was the application of the steam engine to the presses, one which 

Boulton did not live to see, but James Watt did.  The Times adopted steam-

powered presses in 1814.545 

 

                                            
543 Alexander, p.108. 
544 Alexander, pp.112, 117. 
545 Steinberg, p.137-9; Michael Twyman, The British Library Guide to Printing, London, 1998, 
p.54. 
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Images in books and periodicals had to be of appropriate quality, and 

withstand printing in large quantities.  In the 1790s copper plates were the 

favoured medium, but they did not stand up well to increasingly large print 

runs.  They had to be printed separately from the text as they were intaglio 

rather than relief.546  This meant that the images were often on a different 

page from the accompanying text and the reader had to be prepared to look 

for them, to unfold them or turn the book to a different orientation because 

views were generally of a landscape format, but books and magazines more 

frequently portrait in orientation.  Images on separate sheets had to be 

inserted at ninety degrees to the orientation of the text or be larger than the 

volume and folded.547  The convention tended to be to place landscape views 

so that the top of the sheet was at the spine but sometimes binders placed 

them the other way round.548  If the images were to be the main focus of the 

publication it could be set out to accommodate this, like the Copper Plate 

Magazine.  It was possible to include text and image on the same sheet, by 

passing it through the press twice, as with the Soho Insurance Poster 

discussed in chapter one, but this presented problems with alignment and 

potential damage to the section already printed.  Integration of text and image 

onto the same page became more common in the nineteenth century with the 

adoption of wood engravings, and in due course the revolution in 

photomechanical reproduction.549     

 

                                            
546 Twyman, p.161. 
547 The image of Soho in The Monthly Magazine is folded, those in Stebbing Shaw and the 
view of the Manufactory in Bisset are in a different orientation from the text. 
548 For example, one copy of Bisset in BAH has the Soho plate with the bottom of the page at 
the spine. 
549 Twyman, p.159; Griffiths, 2004b, pp.2-5. 
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In the late eighteenth century, Boulton used this changing technology and 

greater availability of printed material to explore ways of presenting images of 

his factory to different audiences and convey different messages.  This 

ensured that the image of the Principal Building remained fixed in the 

imaginations of various publics, even though access to the building was 

becoming increasingly limited as adverts were placed in newspapers from 

1800 explaining that the many inconveniences and interruptions had forced 

closure of the site to visitors.550  The Archives of Soho provide unusually 

detailed information about the production of some of those images which will 

be considered below.  This material makes it clear that there were many 

hands involved in this process, including artists, editors, authors, publishers 

and printers.  By moving into national volumes rather than single sheet prints 

or a local directory, Boulton had to relinquish some control over exactly how 

his factory was depicted, but he continued to ensure that the images 

conveyed the messages he required. 

 

 

The Monthly Magazine 

 

The image and account of Soho which appeared in the Monthly Magazine and 

British Register in May 1797 demonstrates this multiple authorship (figure 26).  

The magazine was founded in 1796 by the author and publisher Richard 

Phillips (1767-1840) with bookseller and publisher Joseph Johnson (1738-

1809), both men with strong radical sympathies.  Johnson had published 

                                            
550 See p.164. 
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works by a number of members of Boulton’s circle including Joseph Priestley, 

Erasmus Darwin and the surgeon John Hunter.551  The magazine was 

described in its prospectus as containing an impartial record of foreign and 

domestic occurrences, a historical view of literature and original 

communications on miscellaneous subjects.  It was intended to ‘forward the 

progress of mental improvement upon the most liberal and unshackled 

plan’.552  The readership was defined by Phillips and Johnson not through 

social groups, such as gentlemen or merchants, but as those whose ‘liberal 

principles’ had been ignored or opposed by the other magazines.553 

 

They hoped that the publication would have contacts throughout the country 

so that communications would appear on a wide range of topics.  This 

discussion was to be ‘open to the voluntary contributions of the liberal and 

ingenious of all classes and professions, although they may not have been 

expressly solicited for their favours.’ 554  Correspondence was a large and 

important part of the magazine, frequently signed with initials or pen-names, 

often covering subjects of particular interest to Boulton and his associates.  A 

letter from ‘Sciolus’ discussed the state of chemistry, mentioning Watt, Joseph 

Black, Thomas Beddoes, Joseph Priestley and James Keir; another from 

‘Civis’ in Dundee addressed minting and the ‘rejection, or neglect, of Mr 

Bolton’s proposals’ and his mint at Soho.555  It is of course, possible, even 

                                            
551 Thomas Seccombe rev. Loughlin-Chow, ‘Sir Richard Phillips’ and Carol Hall, ‘Joseph 
Johnson’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 17 July 2008 and 20 Jan 2009. 
552 [Richard Phillips], Prospectus of a new miscellany […], London, 1796. 
553 Klancher, p.39. 
554 [Richard Phillips], Prospectus of a new miscellany […], London, 1796. 
555 Letter from ‘Sciolus’, Monthly Magazine January 1797, pp.2-3; Letter from ‘Civis’, Monthly 
Magazine, Feb 1797, p.120.  ‘Civis’ was James Wright junior who asked Boulton various 
technical questions and explained that he had written to the Monthly on coins under this 
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likely, that Boulton and others in his circle had arranged or influenced some of 

this correspondence. 

 

This format of a miscellany of essays, poems and letters which appeared to 

be written by readers built on an earlier tradition, including the Gentleman’s 

Magazine (1731).  Klancher argues that some journals, the Monthly among 

them, acted as a community where members participated in both reading and 

writing roles, a replacement for face-to-face discussion, ‘a portable 

coffeehouse’.556  James challenges Klancher’s view of the magazine as an 

‘ideologically cohesive’ periodical; she sees it as ‘a site of ongoing debate and 

argument’ where reader and writer contest, rather than exchange, roles.557  

She highlights the use in Dissenting education of exchange and response, its 

appearance in the magazine and the way it built on Phillips and Johnson’s 

existing contacts with Dissenters, creating a network of readers who 

contributed news and reports.  The publication brought together ‘metropolitan, 

provincial, and European concerns.’558  James draws attention to the need to 

consider how an individual author would feel about participating in such a 

collective, multi-voiced enterprise, one involving editors, writers and readers, 

where contributions were solicited by Johnson and Phillips, and directed by 

Aikin, the editor.’559  The publication was collectively authored and so were 

the image and text on Soho it included.  

                                                                                                                             
name, BAH3782/12/42/215 James Wright junior to MB 1 Sept 1797.  I am grateful to Sue 
Tungate for this reference. 
556 Jon P. Klancher, The Making of English Reading Audiences 1790-1832, Wisconsin, 1987, 
pp.22-3. 
557 Felicity James, ‘Writing in Dissent: Coleridge and the Poetry of the Monthly Magazine’, 19: 
Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century, 3 (2006), pp.1-2. 
558 James, p.5. 
559 James, pp. 2-4. 
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The Monthly Magazine was, unsurprisingly, available in monthly editions and 

as a bound volume every six months.  Altick indicates a circulation figure of 

5,000 for 1797 which places it on a par with the Monthly Review (founded 

1749) 450 copies above the Gentleman’s Magazine and 1,750 above the 

European Magazine, making it one of the most popular periodicals of the 

1790s.560  It was aimed at, and helped to create, the middle-class liberal 

intellectual and was carefully marketed to appeal to them priced at a shilling 

an issue.561  Scrivener has described it as ‘the most important middle-class 

periodical […], radical in its way for representing the concerns of the most 

insurgent and innovative sectors of the intelligentsia.’562  James suggests that 

the particular target audience was ‘the provincial Dissenter, newly prosperous, 

perhaps through trade, and beginning to exert influence in the community.’  

She notes that places with a large body of liberal Dissenters, like Birmingham 

and Derby, would have been of particular interest to the publishers. 563  

However, the readership was not exclusively Dissenters and the intended 

audience would have included many of Boulton and Watt’s friends.  

 

The inclusion of Soho in the magazine was the result of an approach from 

Phillips to James Watt in the first few months of publication.  Boulton and Watt 

did not actively seek coverage of Soho, although others did so on their behalf.  
                                            
560 Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader, Chicago, 1957, p.319, pp.391-2.  
However, he does suggest caution needs to be exercised as these figures do not always 
come from a reliable source; the writer may not be in a position to know the figures accurately 
or if they come direct from the publisher exaggeration cannot be ruled out.  Some figures may 
include the bound annual or six-monthly volumes while others may not. 
561 James, p.4.  One of the things that would have helped to keep the price down was the 
policy of keeping illustration to a minimum, see p.151. 
562 James, p.5 citing Michael Scrivener, Poetry and Reform: Periodical Verse from the English 
Democratic Press, 1792-1824, Michigan, 1992, p.131. 
563 James, p.4. 

     149



As many of Watt’s friends were connected with the publication, Phillips hoped 

that he was aware of the ‘Plan & Object’ of the magazine and sought 

correspondence ‘[...] especially on Topics of a mechanical nature & relating to 

those wonderful improvements of the useful arts always making in your 

manufactory at Birmingham.’  He assured that he would not begrudge the 

expense of Plates which might illustrate anything Watt supplied.  A Mr 

Northmore of Devonshire had told Phillips of improvements to the steam 

engine and suggested that Phillips should seek an account of them.564  No 

record of any form of approach to Boulton has been found, perhaps because 

Watt was seen as the technical partner and this was the aspect in which 

Phillips was most interested. 

 

Watt considered the best way to use this opportunity; he sent his reply via 

James Watt junior who was in London, suggesting that he call on Phillips, as 

such publications could be of use, particularly for the copying machine.565  

Watt told Phillips he had not yet seen the magazine and would endeavour to 

do so, but his age, health and the ‘necessary avocations of business’ meant it 

would not be possible for him to undertake correspondence.   As Boulton and 

Watt were involved in lawsuits against pirates of the steam engine, he felt it 

could be prejudicial to publish technical material.  He asserted that no 

significant alterations had been made to the steam engine for many years, but 

their users had learnt to maintain them better ‘consequently more to their and 

                                            
564 BAH3147/3/418/42 R. Phillips to JW, 8 May 1796. 
565 BAH3147/3/25/7 JW to JWj 16 May 1796.  The copying machine was a device invented by 
James Watt to take copies of letters or drawings to avoid them having to be rewritten by hand.  
It was patented in 1780 and a separate business, James Watt & Co., established for its 
manufacture and sale.  In 1794 Boulton, Watt and Keir withdrew from the business passing it 
on to the sons of Boulton and Watt with James Watt junior designing a new, portable version, 
hence his interest in its publicity.  BAH3147/17-20 Records of James Watt & Co. 
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our honour’.566  Although Watt was not prepared to be drawn into 

correspondence, he offered to supply short papers.567  Phillips replied that 

Watt would find the names of various of ‘your Philosophical Friends’ in the 

magazine and hoped for preference on any notices of improvements.568   

 

Phillips wrote again, almost a year later and for the first time mentioned an 

illustration of the manufactory, ‘I wish through the medium of the Monthly 

Magazine to present to the public an engraved view & description of your 

celebrated Manufactory the Soho.’569  He asked for a drawing or engraving as 

a source for a plate in the next issue.  He also asked for assistance with the 

description or to be referred to one already in print to ‘serve as the 

groundwork of that which may be written for my purpose’.570  It is not clear 

what was supplied to Phillips.  The use of a view of Soho directly contradicts 

the prospectus for the magazine which had stated that as public expectations 

of the quality of engravings had increased, the monthly miscellanies could not 

afford to produce images of the quality expected.  Phillips proposed to use 

available funds to enrich the literary portions of the publication and to include 

only plates which were illustrative of scientific or mechanical descriptions or 

contained maps or charts.  He hoped the public would approve of this 

‘sacrifice of the eye to the understanding’.571 

 

                                            
566 BAH3219/4/124/464 JW to R Phillips 16 May 1796. 
567 BAH3219/4/124/464 JW to R Phillips 16 May 1796. 
568 BAH3219/4/38/13 R Phillips to [JW] 6 June 1796. 
569 BAH3147/3/418/43 R Phillips to JW, 1 May 1797. 
570 BAH3147/3/418/43 R Phillips to JW, 1 May 1797. 
571 [Richard Phillips], Prospectus of a new miscellany […], London 1796. 
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This policy does seem to have been largely adhered to as the only other plate 

in the six month volume from January to June 1797 was Mr Jordan’s new 

patent suspended bridge.  It too was more illustrative than informative and 

was smaller than the plate of Soho.  A graph, a plan, two lines of music and 

several simple mathematical diagrams were also included on separate pages, 

much more in the spirit of the original intention.572  It seems likely that, having 

failed to extract technical drawings from Watt, as he had originally wished, 

Phillips asked for a view of the Manufactory instead, hoping that it would lead 

to more coverage and eventually more technical material.  For Boulton and 

Watt this image was the best possible outcome, it avoided providing 

commercially sensitive detail, an increasing concern with industrial espionage 

and court cases regarding the steam engine.  It assisted with the branding of 

Soho, Boulton and Watt, and for the first time firmly linked Watt and his engine 

to an image of the Principal Building.  It provided a recognisable, but 

technically uninformative image, not what Phillips had originally sought.   

 

The issue included a description of Soho and a large plate, folded and placed 

at the front and both image and description were unsigned (figure 26).  This 

layout allowed a landscape format image to be included in a portrait format 

publication, but also meant that the viewer had to look for the plate in a 

separate place from the written description and then unfold the page.  The 

index gave the page reference for the text and the text drew attention to the 

‘engraved view taken on the spot’, but did not explain where it was positioned 

                                            
572 The simple line diagrams were probably wood-cuts, printed with the text. 
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in the volume.573  This suggests that readers were expected to understand the 

conventions of placing images within the publication.   There were, however, 

some problems with collation.  The bound copy now at Astor Library, New 

York, places the Soho plate at the beginning of the April issue rather than May 

which included the text.  This separation meant that it was not certain that the 

audience would read the image and the text together; each had to be able to 

stand alone. 

 

The image was a line engraving showing the Principal Building, Rolling Mill 

Row and Latchet Works from the access road, the viewpoint adopted by 

Francis Eginton (figure 9).  The dominant element is the Principal Building 

with the light from the left illuminating the main front.  For the first time 

buildings to the left of the Principal Building are depicted, part of the planned 

Latchet Works is shown with a domed roof.574  It was important to show the 

symmetrical, classical building as it was planned rather than part-built as it 

existed at the time.  The intended building would demonstrate an 

understanding of taste and classical architecture far more effectively than the 

actual unsymmetrical, unfinished portion.  More of the surrounding parkland is 

shown than in the aquatint and the open forecourt contrasts with the 

enclosed, walled one of the earlier view.  Boulton sought to show the site as 

accessible and welcoming, to make the setting more apparent, to show that 

                                            
573 See appendix 1.2 for a transcript of the text. 
574 The way in which the Latchet Works roof is portrayed provides important dating evidence, 
it was built in stages and was originally intended to have a central domed section but in the 
event this was built with a pitched roof.  At the time this image was produced only the portion 
of the Latchet Works not visible in this image (the wing furthest from the Principal Building) 
had been built, see p.275.  
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this factory was set in a clean, pleasant environment and that he was a 

gentleman capable of creating such a park. 

 

A couple are depicted with a child strolling in that park, the first inclusion of a 

non-working child.575  The presence of women and children in such images 

suggests ‘safety, civility and leisure as well as production and commerce.’576  

It depicts Soho as part of the middle-class family circuit of country houses and 

industrial sights which developed at the end of the century.577  One figure 

bows to another at the far end of the forecourt, presumably a guide or 

manager with a visitor.  There is little evidence of the working manufactory, 

only smoke from the chimneys of Rolling Mill Row.  No working staff are 

visible, although it could be argued that this is because they are inside 

working; the batiment vû (figure 8) considered in chapter one shows them 

because it includes the inner courtyard which is part of the working factory.  

As the images of the manufactory became more explicitly targeted at 

particular audiences from the 1790s the use of inscribed viewers became 

more sophisticated.  Most were targeted at potential customers, not at the 

workforce who were not depicted other than in images where they were part 

of the intended audience, like the insurance society poster considered in 

chapter one.  There was, however, concern that the manufactory should 

appear busy with orders.  John Hodges told Boulton in 1780, on the visit of 

Princess Dashkova ‘The [work]shops in general were but thinly peopled.  I 

                                            
575 A young boy is shown holding open the gate in figs 9 and 10.  A couple had been shown in 
fig 9 but removed in fig 10. 
576 Layton-Jones, p.87. 
577 J.H. Plumb, ‘The New World of Children in Eighteenth-century England’, Past and Present, 
No.67, p.87; Moir, pp.77-107. 
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had a good apology by saying it was Whitsuntide holiday.’578  Boulton would 

tell people of the number of staff he employed as an indication of the scale of 

the enterprise, the text in this magazine explained numbers varied with the 

state of trade but could be upwards of 600.579   

 

The plate was labelled ‘Monthly Magazine No. 17’ in the top left corner, 

suggesting there was an expectation it would be removed from the 

publication.  It was titled ‘the SOHO MANUFACTORY near BIRMINGHAM 

belonging to Messrs Boulton & Watt.’  The Manufactory did not belong to 

Boulton and Watt but to Boulton alone.  This is a further indication of the 

extent to which the main interest of the publishers was in Watt, the steam 

engine and his chemical work.  It is not clear whether Boulton and Watt 

checked this caption before printing, but it is possible that it was agreed in 

order to link Watt more strongly with Soho.  Little work relating to the steam 

engines took place at the manufactory; Soho Foundry was in operation by 

then.  When there had been precision manufacturing of small engine parts on 

the manufactory site it had happened in the engine works which are not visible 

in this view.580  

 

The accompanying ‘ACCOUNT OF SOHO, NEAR BIRMINGHAM [With an 

Engraved View, from a Drawing taken for the Purpose, on the Spot]’ was 

around five hundred words long, just under a quarter of those were related to 

                                            
578 BAH3782/12/63/14 John Hodges to MB 15 May 1780. 
579 For example, Swinney’s Directory suggested there were workshops for a thousand men, 
while Boulton told James Adam he employed 700 to 800, BAH3782/12/2/23 MB to James 
Adam 1 Oct 1770, John Byng was told on a tour in 1781 that 500 workmen were now 
employed, before the war it had been 700, Andrews, 1934, Vol. 1, p.49. 
580 Demidowicz, forthcoming.  The engine works buildings at the manufactory did belong to 
both Boulton and Watt and are shown in figure 3 but cannot be seen in this view. 
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Francis Eginton’s nearby glassworks and his stained-glass windows.581  It 

could not be assumed that the reader would look for the illustration, so text 

and illustration had to work separately, both had to be able to convey the key 

messages of large-scale, successful and tasteful manufactory.  The text was 

not specific to Boulton and Watt but outlined the development of the entire 

Soho complex and its products.  It emphasised many of the same themes as 

Swinney’s Directory of 1773: the export of goods, Boulton’s role as a 

merchant and his resolve to render his works a seminary of taste, sparing no 

expense to do so, the transformation from a barren heath and the size of the 

enterprise.  Only forty-nine words considered the addition of the steam engine 

to the established enterprise; more were devoted to the mint which would also 

have been of interest to the reader.  The text anchors the messages of the 

image; Soho was large, successful and tasteful.  It adds general background 

information, but not the technical material on the steam engine that Philips 

had sought; instead it concentrates on the entire Soho enterprise, taking the 

opportunity to promote the output of the whole site.  This print was produced 

by multiple authors, Boulton, Watt, Phillips, the editor, artist, engraver, printer 

and authors of the earlier images which influenced this one, like Eginton, all of 

whom contributed to the final image and text.  In turn, the material in this 

magazine influenced and contributed to the authorship of the works that would 

be produced next and are considered below.  

 

 

 

                                            
581 See appendix 1.2 for full transcript.  Eginton had left Boulton’s employ in 1781. 
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The Copper-Plate Magazine  

 

The year after the illustration and account in the Monthly Magazine Soho was 

featured in a periodical aimed at a different audience (figure 27).  The Copper-

Plate Magazine, or, Monthly Cabinet of Picturesque Engravings placed more 

emphasis on image than text.582  Sometimes referred to as the New Copper-

Plate Magazine, it was engraved and published by John Walker (fl. 1784-

1802) and addressed to ‘Lovers of the Arts’.583  Launched in 1792 by Walker 

with Harrison and Company, it ran to two hundred and fifty views and was 

continued until 1802.584  Each number contained ‘Two exquisite prints, 

engraved in a very superior Style, from Original Paintings and Drawings by 

the First Masters with Letter-Press descriptions’.  It cost a shilling for the first 

ninety-nine issues, rising to one and six as a result of the increase in the price 

of paper.585  As I will show it had questionable aesthetic and printing quality 

which meant it was aimed at a wide audience, not the connoisseurs the 

prospectus implied but those who aspired to that role.  It was competitively 

priced but still a considered purchase, the two plates and associated text cost 

                                            
582 Copper-Plate Magazine, No 80, later reissued as John Walker, The Itinerant: A Select 
Collection of Interesting and Picturesque Views in Great Britain and Ireland: Engraved from 
Original Paintings and Drawings. By Eminent Artists, London, 1799. 
583 Laurence Worms, ‘Anthony Walker, etcher and engraver’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 
24 June 2007; [J. Walker], ‘New Copper-Plate Magazine […] This day is published number C’, 
[London], nd.  This is catalogued by the BL as ‘?1792’, the date the magazine began but as it 
was produced on the publication of the hundredth issue it must be later. The title ‘new’ was 
presumably to avoid confusion with The Copper Plate Magazine, or a Monthly Treasure for 
the Admirers of the Imitative Arts while drawing on its reputation, Ronald Russell, Guide to 
British Topographical Prints, Newton Abbot, 1979, pp.34-5; Malcolm Andrews, The Search for 
the Picturesque: Landscape Aesthetics and Tourism in Britain, 1760-1800, Aldershot, 1989, 
p.35. 
584 Russell, p.47. However Joanna Selborne, Paths to Fame: Turner Watercolours from The 
Courtauld Gallery, London, 2008, p.45 suggests it was launched with Hamish and Company. 
585 [J. Walker], ‘New Copper-Plate Magazine […] This day is published number C’, [London], 
nd. 
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the same as the eighty-two pages of Monthly Magazine.586  Publication in 

parts made it more affordable as well as providing a regular income for 

Walker.587  He aimed to combine beautiful views with ‘historic truth’, high 

quality art and value for money.  He listed a number of artists who had 

assisted, among them Sandby, Wheatley, Marlow, Burney, Courbould, Dayes 

and Girtin.588  J.M.W. Turner was commissioned to produce fifteen views for 

the magazine between 1794 and 1798 which included one of Birmingham.589  

In 1799, Walker retouched a selection of the plates from the first eighty-five 

issues and published them in one volume, The Itinerant: A Select Collection of 

Interesting and Picturesque Views in Great Britain and Ireland: Engraved from 

Original Paintings and Drawings. By Eminent Artists.590 

 

No archive material relating to this illustration of Soho has been found.  It 

appeared in issue 80, titled ‘SOHO, Staffordshire’ along with Saltwood Castle 

near Hythe and engraved by Walker from an original drawing (figure 27).591  

Walker did not engrave all of the plates but his name did appear on all of them 

as publisher.  This would have drawn on an association with the reputation of 

his father for quality magazine engravings.592  Again the view is of the 

Principal Building from the usual angle but with problems in the perspective of 

                                            
586 The Virtuosi’s Magazine was described by its publishers in 1778 as ‘elegant engravings 
[...] at the very moderate price of One Shilling for each plate, instead of the usual demand of 
from 2s 6d to 5s made for landscapes of an inferior merit.’ Russell, p.39. 
587 Griffiths, 2004b, p.10. 
588 [J. Walker], ‘New Copper-Plate Magazine […] This day is published number C’, [London], 
nd. 
589 James Hamilton, Turner’s Britain, London, 2003, p. 36. 
590 The price of this volume was not on the frontispiece and no other indication of price has 
been found. 
591 The artist of the drawing is not named although they sometimes were, e.g. Birmingham, 
issue 46 by Turner.  Well known artists are more likely to have been specifically named. 
592 See catalogue 7. 
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the figures in the foreground.593  Elegant visitors in a fashionable carriage are 

displayed prominently in the foreground with others strolling in the grounds as 

inscribed viewers, allowing the actual viewer to identify with them and relate 

more directly to the scene.  This image carries this to a further extent than any 

of the others through the inclusion of the couple in the carriage moving 

towards the viewer, the male with a whip in motion which frames their heads.  

These figures appear in a publication targeted at an audience that 

understands issues of taste and fashion, or aspires to do so.  Again there is 

no indication of staff or of work being undertaken, so the overall impression is 

that of a genteel country house rather than a bustling manufactory.   

 

Neither is there a suggestion in the title of the plate that Soho was an 

industrial site.  The publication advertised itself as one which covered 

‘interesting, sublime, and beautiful views’ of a wide range of subjects which 

did not include industrial sites.594  Views of industrial towns such as 

Birmingham and Sheffield had been included, but at a distance so, an idea of 

overall scale, density and spread of building was conveyed rather than the 

detail of individual sites.595  An illustration of Derby Silk Mill was titled simply 

‘Derby’, although the accompanying text did explain in the final paragraph that 

the silk mill was in the centre of the view (figure 4).596   The only explicitly 

titled industrial site in the magazine was Ayton Forge in Yorkshire.597  It was 

shown from the outside with a group of visiting gentlemen and no reference to 

                                            
593 See catalogue 7. 
594 [J. Walker], ‘New Copper-Plate Magazine […] This day is published number C’, [London], 
nd. 
595 Issues 46 and 79. 
596 Issue 27. 
597 Issue 81. 
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the work carried out there.  Ayton Forge did not appear in The Itinerant, 

although Ayton village did.  

                                           

 

The magazine was laid out in such a way that it could have been broken up 

and integrated into collections.  Copies from the magazine carried volume and 

plate numbers top right (but not the name of the magazine); those from The 

Itinerant had ‘The Itinerant’ and the county, making classification within 

collections easier.598  Each plate occupied a full page and was accompanied 

by ‘letter-press descriptions’, a short piece of text.  The unsigned text is simply 

a summary of that in the Monthly Magazine.  It once again highlighted the 

importance of design and taste to Boulton and his products, referring to the 

seminary of taste and noting that the most able and ingenious artists had 

been secured in every field at considerable expense.599  The text anchored 

the idea of the tasteful site with its elegant visitors seen in the image and 

added information about the products, export and the size of the 

establishment.  Image and text were physically more closely related in this 

publication, they were placed next to each other so the viewer did not have to 

hunt for the text, but each still had to be able to stand alone as they could be 

separated within collections.600 

 

Walker repeatedly highlighted the quality, superior finish and value for money 

of his publication.  It was marketed as a collection,  

 
 

598 The volume and plate numbers of the Copper  Plate Magazine are misleading, see 
catalogue 7 for further discussion. 
599 See appendix 1.3 for full transcript. 
600 There seen to have been different formats but text and image were closely linked, see 
catalogue 7. 
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a repository of Grand and Picturesque Scenes […] at an expense so 
comparatively inconsiderable as not to merit consideration, for those 
who are at all desirous to possess so truly estimable and unparalleled a 
collection as Two Hundred accurate and enchanting Views; uniform in 
size, execution and appearance: a recommendation no other collection 
so numerous possesses.601   
 

When advertising the publication after the first hundred issues, Walker 

advised that ‘A few selected first impressions, hot-pressed, may be had in 

boards, price 7L 10s’ for the hundred numbers already published.602  For all 

Walker’s assertions about the quality of the publication, the British Library 

copy of The Itinerant contains a plate of Soho which is printed squint, 

suggesting problems with overseeing the printing, and the horses in the 

foreground of the Soho plate are unfeasibly small.603   

 

The print runs of the magazine or The Itinerant are not clear, Russell states 

that the magazine was popular but does not justify the statement, while 

Worms calls it much esteemed.604  However, it is one of the images of the 

Soho Manufactory that is now more readily available; it is easier to find for 

sale which suggests the magazine may have been the largest print run of the 

images of Soho, or the example that was most often kept and integrated into 

collections.  Inclusion in these publications again broadened the range of 

viewers who saw images of Soho; it introduced Soho to a middle-class 

                                            
601 [J. Walker], ‘New Copper-Plate Magazine […] This day is published number C’, [London], 
nd. 
602 Hot pressed is the grade of finish of the paper.  Its very smooth finish is obtained by 
pressing the sheets between metal plates.  Susan Lambert, Prints: Art and Techniques, 
London, 2001, pp.18-9.  This is presumably intended as a very select collection with highest 
quality prints, taken before the plates wore.  If bought as individual issues these images would 
have cost £5, so a premium was being placed on these prints. 
603 BL 10348.e.21.  The following image of Tamworth Castle is not centred on the page. A 
coloured example considered in catalogue 7 (figure 48) also has the text out of alignment with 
the image. 
604 Russell, p.47; Laurence Worms, ‘Anthony Walker, etcher and engraver’ in Oxford DNB 
online, accessed 24 June 2007. 
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audience, a potential market for some of the products.  Through the use of 

inscribed viewers it suggested that Soho was not just for the wealthy 

aristocracy, it was also accessible to purchasers of the magazine. 

 

 

Bisset’s Directories 

 

At the same time, Soho continued to be included in trade directories which 

were also growing in sophistication. Charles Pye’s 1797 directory of 

Birmingham had an even more ambitious title page than his 1791 edition.605  

It was drawn by Joseph Barber, engraved by Pye and showed Industry

gesturing towards a beehive with a screw and auger beside her (figure 28).  A 

scroll reads LABOR IPSE VOLUPTAS (work itself is a pleasure), once again 

emphasising Birmingham as a place of hard work, learning and taste.  The 

volume consisted of alphabetical lists which included Boulton’s businesses 

and did not have the introductory description that many other directories 

carried.  In 1800, Pye advertised a further edition, explaining that those who 

wished to be included must send their names to him and pay him sixpence.  

The result was a much shorter directory with a rather disillusioned preface, 

concluding that as the inhabitants seemed to think such a directory was 

useless or unnecessary he took his leave of the business.

 

                                           

606   

 

 
605 Considered on p.92. 
606 Walker, pp.20-21; Charles Pye, The Birmingham directory, for the year 1800; containing 
the names of the inhabitants who considered such a publication either useful or necessary, at 
a small expence, Birmingham, 1800. 

     162



Inclusion in these directories was limited to text only; an illustration of Soho 

did not appear in a directory again until 1800 when it was featured in Bisset’s 

Poetic Survey round Birmingham [...] accompanied with a magnificent 

directory, and again in the second, enlarged edition of 1808.  This was a 

directory that moved far beyond the usual lists of manufacturers and their 

addresses to include illustrations and a poem.  There were two images of 

Soho, one of the manufactory and one of the house and pool (figures 29-30), 

and Boulton was named in a third plate that listed merchants in 

Birmingham.607  James Bisset (?1762-1832) saw his directory as a ‘A brief 

Description of the Different Curiosities and Manufactories of the Place 

Intended as a Guide for Strangers’ with ‘names, professions &c. superbly 

engraved in emblematic plates’.608   

 

Different versions of the Directory were listed as available; the basic edition at 

six shillings, with proof plates at 10s 6d, hand coloured at one guinea and 

printed in colour at 2 guineas and intended for the libraries of gentlemen.609  It 

was printed for Bisset in Birmingham by Swinney and Hawkins but was also 

sold by T Heptinstall, Holburn, London and ‘all other book sellers’.610  Myles 

Swinney was listed as both a printer and a copperplate printer which suggests 

that his printing business was of sufficient scale to employ different staff to 

                                            
607 Bisset, 1800, Plate B. 
608 James Bisset, A Poetic Survey round Birmingham, Birmingham, 1800, Address to the 
Reader. 
609 Bisset, 1800, frontispiece.  Although these different versions were listed as available it 
does not necessarily mean they were produced, Norton notes that no coloured copy has ever 
been found, even the specially bound presentation copy to the King is in black and white, 
Norton, p.188.  In fact Boulton did own a hand coloured copy, see p.165.  Hand coloured 
copies cost less than printed colour copies as this was a much quicker and cheaper form of 
colouring to achieve.  Further consideration of coloured copies of plates can be found in 
catalogue 10-11.  For proofs see p,205. 
610 Bisset, 1800, frontispiece.  Although the directory was published by Swinney and Hawkins 
plate F in the directory illustrates Swinney’s type foundry without mentioning Hawkins. 
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print in intaglio and relief so he could produce the text and the illustrations.611  

The illustration of his type foundry in Bisset’s Directory (figure 31) identifies 

the buildings and shows a general printing house and a copper plate room.  

The 1808 edition was printed by R. Jabet, Herald Office, High Street, 

Birmingham as Swinney and Hawkins were no longer trading.612 

   

Like Boulton, Bisset saw himself as moving between the spheres of the 

manufacturer and the gentleman, as a connoisseur and collector.  He was 

proud of his literacy, he bought and lent books throughout his time as an 

apprentice, took care to dress well and emphasised the role of artists and 

design in the creation of the new consumer goods which were fuelling the 

growth of Birmingham at the time.613  Bisset issued promotional material and 

advertised his intended directory.  He sent Boulton a copy of the prospectus in 

July 1799, explaining that he intended to include a view of Soho, although his 

printed notice stated clearly that no personal applications would be made.614  

Presumably Bisset was worried that Boulton had not submitted his name, and 

felt he could not afford to exclude the most famous factory in the area, 

although it was not actually in Birmingham.  It is possible that Boulton felt 

Bisset was not targeting an audience of interest to him.  Bisset’s initial 

proposition was that the Directory be intended mainly for Strangers who 

visited Manufactories; Boulton had large numbers of applications to visit and 

no wish to encourage more due to concerns about industrial espionage and 

                                            
611 BBTI, Myles Swinney. 
612 BBTI, Richard Jabet; BBTI, Swinney and Hawkins. Swinney was still operating, the BBTI 
suggests Swinney and Ferrall were in partnership from 1803-1811 and the partnership with 
Hawkins ran until 1807.  The plate of his type foundry is included in the 1808 edition of 
Bisset’s Directory. 
613 Berg, 1998, pp.28-33; David Powell, ‘James Bisset’ in Mason, 2009, p.200. 
614 BAH3782/12/44/211 James Bisset to MB, 30 July 1799 and enclosures. 
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the amount of time taken up by visitors.  From 1800 he placed advertisements 

in London and provincial newspapers that led John Hodges to write to Boulton 

in July saying he was glad to see the advertisement in the newspaper 

prohibiting strangers seeing Soho.615  Bisset’s descriptive text for Soho states 

that as improper use has been made of access to the factory by foreigners it 

was now only possible to see the showroom.616 

 

An advertisement in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette in late January 1800 

announced a delay in publication as the printers had not been able to print 

them as fast as had been hoped owing to the large number of plates 

‘amounting in the whole to upwards of Sixty Thousand’.617  This implies a print 

run of around 2,500, although Bisset was likely to have been exaggerating.618  

As soon as the first copies were put together, Bisset sent one to Boulton who 

was in London.  Bisset recognised that this could provide a useful opportunity 

for distributing copies to those with influence in London: 

If any of your friends in Town Approve of the Design or should you wish 
to present a copy to any Nobleman or Gentleman by favouring me with 
a line I will forward you some immediately but at present the one now 
sent and one to Alderman Boydell are the only books that are complete 
– and as Encouragers & Promoters of the Liberal Arts I was anxious 
you should reap the first fruits.  I hope to have a few couler’d in a few 
days One of which will await your arrival at Soho. 619 

                                            
615 BAH3782/12/63/72 John Hodges to MB, 14 Jul 1800. Jones in Mason, 2009, p.9.  As 
Jones notes applications to visit did not stop and the message had to be repeated several 
times. 
616 See appendix 1.4 for full text. 
617 Walker, p.23. 
618 Much depends on what he considered plates for this calculation.  There are 24 listed for 
Birmingham in the 1800 edition however, there are also three extra plates and the plan; if the 
latter are included, a run closer to 2,100 is implied. 
619 BAH3782/12/45/43 James Bisset to MB, 6 Feb 1800.  Alderman John Boydell (1720-1804) 
had been one of the most important printsellers in London, described by Lippincott as one 
who ‘deserves ranking with Wedgwood and Boulton as one of England’s heroic 
entrepreneurs’, Louise Lippincott, Selling Art in Georgian London: The Rise of Arthur Pond, 
New Haven and London, 1983, p.147.  Although his firm was by now in financial trouble, his 
approval would still have helped sales in the city.  Boulton had known him for years, having 
subscribed to two sets of his prints in 1760 and continuing to purchase from him for his own 
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Boulton’s hand coloured copy remained with the family until its sale in 

1986.620 

re 

d, such as 

xt of 

ll as 

traying it as a seat of the arts with Soho as one of its star 

ttractions.622 

was the first illustrated example and suggests he started the process by which 

                                                                                                                            

 

The layout of the Bisset’s Directory did not follow established practice; it was 

not simple lists of professions or the occupants of streets.  Instead there we

plates showing such lists, often on scrolls, alongside views of Birmingham 

buildings, emblems or allegorical figures and trompe l’oeil cards or plates 

dedicated to individual businesses.   Most of these lists were theme

those for artists, button makers or sword manufacturers with a few 

geographical lists for the most important streets and several miscellaneous 

lists.621  There was also an alphabetical index of those included.  The te

the description, the poetic survey and the ‘Ramble of the Gods through 

Birmingham’ depict Birmingham as a centre of elegance and taste, as we

innovation, por

a

 

Bisset described his Directory as ‘perfectly novel and unique’ in his 

announcements prior to publication of the 1808 edition.623  Norton argues it 

 
collection and reference material for designers at the Manufactory, Timothy Clayton, ‘John 
Boydell, engraver and printseller’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 24 June 2007, 
BAH3782/6/190/8 and 9 John Boydell to MB 6 June 1760; MB to Wm Matthews 10 May 1771; 
Robinson, 1953, p.369. 
620 Christie’s, London, Books from the Library of Matthew Boulton and his family, 12 
December 1986, Lot 22, present location unknown, listed with 28 hand coloured plates.  
Norton p.188 suggests a presentation copy to Boulton was at Birmingham Assay Office but its 
location is not now known. 
621 Bisset, 1800 Plates J, R and K.  The only geographical lists are Plates C, miscellaneous 
professions in New Street, D, High Street and S, Deritend.  Layton-Jones, 2008a p.79, n.30 
suggests the layout was more geographical than it actually was. 
622 See appendix 1.4 for extracts of these texts relating to Soho. 
623 The Monthly Mirror, January 1808, p.71.  
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trade cards evolved into advertisements in directories.624  By the early 

nineteenth-century billheads and letterheads also used images of 

premises.625  Bisset intended his publication to replace trade cards 

individual businesses, collecting them together and binding them which made 

them less ephemeral than loose cards.  By gathering these images together 

Bisset was able to ensure they were of high calibre, emphasising the number

of tasteful and important businesses in the area and associating Birmingham

with high quality products.  By including his poem and description he wa

to highlight these merits, to anchor them and provide additional information.  

In promoting and publicising Birmingham he would have hoped that increase

travel to the area would provide potential visitors and customers for his 

museum and shop on New Street.

for 

 

 

s able 

d 

626   

 

The directory and its plates were well received by reviewers but the poetry 

was not.  The Monthly Mirror noted: 

Mr. BISSET is an ingenious artist; and we have admired the curiosities 
in his museum at Birmingham; sed non omnia possumus omnes [but 
not everyone can do everything].   His verses are too wretched to be 
sung even by the bell-man, who nightly cries the hour at which the 
inhabitants of Birmingham may regale on tripe and cow-heel, when the 
business of the day is concluded.  As a directory, however, the 
publication will be found accurate, useful and entertaining: and the 
plates, which represent many of the public buildings, and most 
considerable manufactories, in the town, are executed with 
extraordinary elegance.’627 

                                            
624 Norton, pp.13,39.    Norton, p.13 suggests that he also he intended to supply the plates 
singly to individuals for use as cards or advertisements but there were no applications. 
625 Layton-Jones, p.81; Berg, 2005, p.186. 
626 Bisset, 1800 Plate C. 
627 The Monthly Mirror reflecting men and manners [...] Vol X, December 1800, p.384.  A 
footnote insists of the bell-man ‘This is a fact.’  Bisset was not alone in receiving such reviews 
in this publication, in the same issue W.H. Ireland, the author of a romance ‘has, certainly, 
some talent; but it is uncultivated and misapplied.  His object seems to be rather to write 
much, than well; and his imagination hurries him away into the most childish and ridiculous 
excesses.’ The Monthly Mirror [...] Vol X, December 1800, p.383. 
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The Monthly Review was similarly dismissive of the poetry but also 

enthusiastic about the plates, concluding ‘we have no doubt that his spirit and 

taste will meet with all the encouragement which they appear to deserve.’628  

This publication was of sufficient importance that it received reviews in 

national publications, promoting the directory (if not the poetry) to larger 

audiences.  The reviews provide us with valuable information on the 

contemporary reception of the work which can be so difficult to determine.  

Bisset was always aware that the quality of the plates meant the volume 

would have a broader appeal than just those wishing to know about 

businesses in Birmingham.  His ‘Ideal Inference’ expressed a hope that it 

would be read all over the world and encourage people to visit ‘The Toy Shop 

of the World’.629  The plates meant that the volume would appeal to those who 

would never consider purchasing an un-illustrated directory of Birmingham. 

 

Many of the plates, including those of Soho, were engraved by Francis 

Eginton junior (?1775-1823), the son of John Eginton (d.1786) and nephew of 

Francis Eginton (1737-1805).630  The others were also produced in 

Birmingham by T. Hancock of Congreve Street, Smith of King Edwards Place, 

William Reynolds of Newhall Street and James Howe of Snow Hill.631  The 

quality and taste of the plates was remarked upon by reviewers as ‘executed 

with extraordinary elegance’ and ‘well executed’, associating Birmingham with 

                                            
628 The Monthly Review or Literary Journal, Enlarged Vol XXXIII, Nov. 1800, pp.319-20, 
quoted in full in the catalogue.  Extracts of Bisset’s poem relating to Soho are given in 
appendix 1.4. 
629 Bisset, 1808, p.61. 
630 Timothy Clayton, ‘Francis Eginton’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 24 June 2007; See 
pp.76-77 and for Francis senior and John. 
631 Manuscript note in Birmingham Assay Office copy of Bisset’s Directory. 
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high quality work.632  The plates allowed the directory to stand as a 

recommendation for the quality of line engraving being carried out in the town 

at the time.  The Monthly Review continued ‘Here much taste is displayed; 

and we should hence infer that the artists of Birmingham could execute the 

shield of Achilles, though no poet may be found competent to a description of 

it.’  Birmingham would go on to produce a group of engravers who were 

taught in the drawing schools of the Barbers and others and associated with 

the die-sinkers and medallists of Soho who refined and applied the techniques 

of die-cutting to the production of works on paper.633  It would have been 

hoped that this association of quality was also applied to the products of 

Birmingham, particularly those from Soho. 

 

The most prominent of the plates in both the 1800 and 1808 editions was the 

full-page view of Soho Manufactory.  Once again the Principal Building was 

shown from the approach road, dominating the image.  It is a landscape 

image in a portrait format book; the viewer has to turn the page through ninety 

degrees and the plates are grouped together, separate from the relevant 

text.634  Soho is depicted, not as part of an urban streetscape like others in 

the volume but, set apart in extensive grounds in which visitors are seen 

strolling.  For the first time the Latchet Works are shown with a pitched roo

they were built rather than the proposed domed roof.

f as 

                                           

635  The new stables for 

 
632 The Monthly Mirror [...] Vol X, December 1800, p.383; The Monthly Review or Literary 
Journal, Enlarged Vol XXXIII, Nov. 1800, pp.319-20,  
633 Fawcett, p.58; Tessa Sidey, Turner and the Birmingham Engravers, Birmingham, 2003, 
p.2. 
634 Many of the plates in the volume are portrait format in order to avoid having to turn the 
page.  The proportions of the Principal Building meant that it could not be effectively depicted 
in a portrait format. 
635 See p.275. 
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Soho House are visible on the left, masking the buildings of the Mint.  Eginton 

junior introduced sophisticated artistic techniques such as the picturesque 

trees which act as a sidescreen, highlighting the Principal Building which is 

once again bathed in light that ensures it is the focus of the illustration.  By the 

1808 edition the view of Soho was considered so important that it was the 

only one mentioned by name on the title page, ‘A view of the Royal Mint an

Soho Manufactory’.  As Boulton was minting coin of the realm, Bisset included

the reference to the Royal Mint even though it is not actually visible in the 

plate. The inclusion of, indeed emphasis on, a business in Staffordshire

Birmingham directory highlights the importance of Soho and Boulton to 

Birmingham and the wider area.  Although Soho Manufactory was seen as 

one of the most important plates from the outset, this was not a consideration 

in the ordering of the plates in the volume - it was not placed first.

d 

 

 in a 

                                           

636 

 

Bisset’s Directory was initially aimed at visitors to Birmingham interested in 

touring the manufactories so, Boulton took the opportunity to promote the 

breadth of his businesses, including the mercantile trade and banking by 

listing the businesses under the image.  The view suggests the scale of the 

enterprise, the caption supports and highlights the diversity of products and 

businesses, and the descriptions within the volume reinforce that further.  The 

importance of Boulton is emphasised even though he is not physically 

depicted; seven of the eight businesses listed contain his name.  The use of 

text within the plates is an important feature of the whole of Bisset’s directory 

which is effectively illustrated lists with text on all of the plates.  Including so 
 

636 Soho Manufactory is plate T, part way through the volume, not placed at the front as might 
have been expected for an image specifically mentioned on the frontispiece of the 1808 
edition. 
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many businesses on a plate relating to one man establishes his importance.  

Other plates list separate businesses or at best multiple products of one 

business; Boulton stands above all the other entries.   Most of the other plates 

in the volume are emblematic or show the exteriors of factories and important 

buildings in the town.  There are other full-size plates, but most of those are 

portrait format with scrolls and emblems.  There are many building exteriors, 

including the Warstone Porter Brewery and the Hen and Chickens Inn which 

are, like Soho, full-size landscape plates.637  Some follow a similar layout to 

Soho, the brass founders shows a classical frontage with the working 

buildings behind and a number of businesses listed below.  The difference is 

that these were distinct businesses, on separate sites with different owners; 

Soho has separate businesses but they were all associated with Boulton.638  

The text relating to the Soho is both prose and poem.  Once again it anchors 

the taste, size and the peaceful nature of the gardens visible in the images.639  

It also adds information on patriotism, the link between technology and art, 

and suggests that Soho will stand as a long-term memorial to Boulton. 

 

Another aspect of Soho appears in the directory courtesy of a plate listing 

people living adjacent to Birmingham, including Boulton and Watt.  The list is 

on a scroll, leant on a tree stump with Soho House on the right and Hockley 

Abbey on the left (figure 30).  Neither is identified on the image, the viewer is 

                                            
637 Bisset, 1808, Plates V and 15. 
638 Bisset, 1800, Plate L.  Layton-Jones, 2008, p.86 illustrates a plate for Thomason’s 
manufactory signed by Pye which she credits to Bisset, 1808.  Copies of Bisset examined for 
this thesis include different illustrations for Thomason but BAH3782/15/12/9 Bill, Thomason & 
Co to Mary Anne Boulton, 15 Aug 1817 uses the same image with slightly different text below.  
This plate follows a similar layout to the Bisset plate of Soho Manufactory with an elevation of 
a classical building and lists of his products (rather than businesses) below but is likely to 
have been produced after the Soho example had been published. 
639 See appendix 1.4 for the text. 
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expected to be able to recognise them or to consult the list of plates.640  The 

main elevation of Soho House is shown on top of the hill sheltered by trees 

with the pool in the foreground.  It is the same viewpoint used by Phillp (figure 

59), the anonymous watercolour (figure 22), by Joseph Barber in The Tablet 

(figure 18) and again in Stebbing Shaw (figure 33, discussed below).  This list 

and the image of Soho House surrounded by parkland emphasised that 

Boulton was not in Birmingham, but nearby.  

 

Bisset’s Directory highlights Birmingham as a place of industry and 

manufacture, consumption and taste.  It suggests Birmingham was a part of 

the world of arts and unites that world with science and manufacture, 

strengthening a link previously made by others like Charles Pye with his 

directory frontispieces.  Good design and aesthetic pleasure were important 

aspects of manufactured consumer goods.  This was also a link repeatedly 

made in the text accompanying descriptions of Soho and Bisset cited Boulton 

as an influence on his thinking in this area.641  Once again this is a multi-

authored depiction of Soho; the artist of the drawings from which Eginton 

junior engraved the plates is not named, but they had an important role in 

forming the depiction, as did Eginton.  Boulton and others at Soho would have 

been involved in determining the illustration and captions, Bisset’s text and 

format for the volume influenced the way the plates were read.  The 

experience and knowledge of the viewer determines how they interpret an 

image; viewers are also involved in the authorship.  Contemporary reviews 
                                            
640 Bisset, 1800, ‘Bankers, Birmingham, and Gentlemen, adjacent, Emblems of Stability; View 
of Mr. Ford’s, Hockley Abbey, and M. Boulton’s Esq. Soho.’; Bisset, 1808, p.iv listed ‘a distant 
view of Matthew Boulton’s, Esq. Soho’ but not Hockley Abbey.  See catalogue 50 for Hockley 
Abbey. 
641 Berg, 1998, p.32. 

     172



provide an insight into the interpretation of this volume, evidence which is 

rarely available.  This collective production of images is also apparent in the 

next depiction of Soho discussed below. 

 

 

Stebbing Shaw’s History of Staffordshire 

 

In addition to directories and magazines, Soho featured in a history of 

Staffordshire some thirty years after its inclusion in such a volume was first 

discussed.642  A pair of images drawn and engraved by Francis Eginton junior 

appeared in part I of the second volume of the Reverend Stebbing Shaw’s 

History and Antiquities of Staffordshire (1801) with an extensive description of 

Soho, the longest to date (figures 32 and 33).643  The advertisements 

addressed these volumes to ‘the Public but more especially to the Nobilty, 

Gentry, Clergy, &c. of the County of Stafford.’644  Like Bisset’s Directory, this 

work was available in a variety of formats; small paper with folded plates at £2 

12 6, large paper at £3 15s or a special ‘illuminated’ version at £8 8s which 

included additional watercolours, the map of the county and some coloured 

plates.645  It was printed by and for J Nichols & Son, Fleet Street, sold by 

three other London dealers and the principal Booksellers in Staffordshire and 

                                            
642 See p.69 
643 The text is transcribed in appendix 1.5. 
644 WSL SMS 342/6/20. 
645 ‘BOOKS printed for, and sold by, JOHN NICHOLS’ in Rev. Samuel Pegge, An Historical 
Account of Beauchief Abbey [...], London, 1801, p.267. At least ten illuminated copies of 
volume one seem to have been sold but two were sold to Henry White for eighteen guineas 
rather than the ten guineas per copy listed.  Boulton subscribed to a large copy of volume 
one. WSL SMS 342/5/160 Deliveries for Volume One; Greenslade and Baugh, p.xxi.   
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surrounding counties.646  Shaw’s paperwork suggests sufficient material was 

printed to allow the collation of 250 copies each of the large and small 

volumes but some missing or damaged pages meant that slightly smaller 

quantities were actually possible.  Shaw’s undated lists show that 124 large 

and 198 small copies were delivered.647  The plates are by a variety of artists 

and engravers, some drawn by Stebbing Shaw himself.  There is little 

consistency in format, style, size or layout across the volume and Eginton’s 

plates of Soho are among the most accomplished.  It is this chaotic approach 

which led Lord Bagot to remark of Shaw ‘What he did publish is full of curious 

matter, miserably ill arranged.’648  A review of the first volume noted that the 

plates ‘are of unequal merit and execution, which must invariably be the case 

when different artists are employed.’  Plate 50 of Lichfield Cathedral was 

‘entitled to every praise’ while plate 15, of Armitage Park, ‘disgraces the 

work’.649 

 

Shaw intended to include significant industrial sites as well as grand houses 

and churches.  He visited Wilkinson’s ironworks at Bradley in 1794, 

Wedgwood provided help and Shaw reported he had been promised 

information by the owners of ‘the coal mines, manufactories and other curious 

works which have so long enriched the populous vicinity.’650  His updates to 

The Gentleman’s Magazine do not mention Boulton, but by 1795 they were 
                                            
646 Stebbing Shaw, History of Staffordshire, Vol. 1, [1798], reprinted Wakefield, 1976, 
frontispiece.  BBTI lists Nichols & Son only as printers so it is not clear if the illustrations were 
printed in-house or by others. 
647 WSL SMS 342/5/178 Vol II.  Boulton does not appear on the delivery lists for volume two 
which suggests they are not complete. 
648 M.W. Greenslade, ‘Stebbing Shaw’ in Oxford DNB online accessed 24 June 2007. 
649 The British Critic, Vol XIII, April 1799, p.345. 
650 M.W. Greenslade and G.C. Baugh, ‘Introduction’, in Stebbing Shaw, History of 
Staffordshire, Vol. 1, [1798], Wakefield, 1976, Stebbing Shaw, letter to Gentleman’s 
Magazine, Aug 1794, p.711. 
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discussing images of Soho as James Lawson introduced Robert Riddell to 

Boulton in June with this volume in mind. 651  Presumably John Phillp was 

considered too inexperienced to undertake the work.  A list of ‘Pictures of & 

from Soho’ in Boulton’s notebook includes ‘No1 View of Manufactory for Mr 

Shaw’.652  Shaw’s first volume was published in 1798 but did not include the 

section on Handsworth which was deferred to the second volume.  Shaw 

promised not to publish anything on Soho without showing it to Boulton who 

agreed to supply two plates.653  There was considerable delay in providing 

these plates and the other illustrations had been printed before they 

arrived.654  Both plates were again drawn and engraved by Francis Eginton 

junior.  He was paid £52 10 0 for drawing and engraving these two views.  His 

letter explained that this charge included  

several sketches and drawings which were made before the views to 
be engraved were determined by Mr Boulton, a large plate of an outline 
of the Manufactory &c without the Landscape and colouring several 
views after the drawings by Mr Riddle [sic] for the plates of the outlines 
of which I have been paid.655 
 

This makes extremely clear the multi-authored nature of this material, Eginton 

junior drew on the work of an earlier artist and Boulton selected the final 

representation. 

 

                                            
651 Gentleman’s Magazine, 1794, pp.602-5; Gentleman’s Magazine, Aug 1794, p.711. 
BAH3782/12/66/45 James Lawson to MB 12 July 1795.  See p.127 for further discussion of 
Riddell and these works. 
652 BAH3782/12/108/70 MB Notebook 1795, p.36. 
653 BAH3782/12/43/257 Stebbing Shaw to MB, 4 June 1798. 
654 See catalogue entry for further details.   
655 BAH3782/8/21/43 Bill Francis Eginton to William Cheshire 17 April 1805.  The bill was not 
paid until 1807 as it is filed with those vouchers.  In this account Eginton notes that he was 
paid £26 5 0 in October 1798 and £25 in May 1799.  This is likely to have been preliminary 
work for Stebbing Shaw’s volume as it predates Bisset’s approach to Boulton.  For Riddell 
see p.127. 
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The plate of the manufactory shows the usual oblique view of the Principal 

Building with the Latchet Works and Soho House stables visible to the left and 

Rolling Mill Row to the right (figure 32).  It is very similar to Eginton junior’s 

view in Bisset (figure 29), although some of the trees have grown and the 

figures strolling in the park are different.  The facade of the Principal Building 

is bathed in light and the same picturesque trees act as a sidescreen.  What 

shows that this version was intended for a different audience is the way the 

plate was captioned.  Where Bisset’s Directory had listed businesses this read 

To Mathew [sic] Boulton Esq.r this N.E. View of SOHO MANUFACTORY is 

inscribed by his obliged Serv.t S. Shaw’ with Boulton’s coat of arms.  This 

plate was intended to depict Boulton as a gentleman as well as a 

manufacturer. 

 

Volume one had included a list of plates intended for volumes two and three 

which had only one plate of Soho, that of the manufactory; presumably the 

view of the estate was agreed on later.656  Depicting the estate would have 

served to strengthen the view of Boulton as a gentleman, someone who could 

create such a park.  It showed Soho House on top of the hill, emphasising the 

scale of the surrounding open space and moved on from the views of the 

house in the Tablet and Bisset’s Directory by including more of the park in 

order to emphasise its scale (figure 33).  Cattle and swans emphasise the 

peaceful nature of the setting.  Klingender noted that the industrial reference 

was insignificant and what appeared to be an ornamental lake was actually 

                                            
656 Stebbing Shaw, 1798, p.xxiv. 
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the mill pool in disguise.657  There is a further hint of the industrial; the source 

of the wealth that created the park is visible in the smoking Mint chimney in 

the trees.  There are references to leisure with a sailing boat on the pool and a 

garden seat on the hillside below the house.  Again, this is a deliberate move 

away from Boulton the manufacturer towards Boulton the gentleman in a 

volume that concentrated more on the homes of the gentry than on industrial 

sites. 

 

For the large volumes the plates were landscape format in a portrait format 

book, placed with the pages of descriptive text; the reader did not have to look 

for the plates separately but did have to turn the volume through ninety 

degrees to view them.  In the small paper version the plates were folded.  Not 

all of the illustrations in the volume were treated in this way, some were 

printed with the text but the most important subjects were given a full page, 

most often in a landscape orientation.  Shaw used the research undertaken by 

the Rev. Thomas Feilde for his proposed history of Staffordshire in 1769 for 

which Boulton had supplied an image.658  Shaw quoted a description of Soho 

written by Erasmus Darwin in 1768.  Darwin had drawn Feilde’s attention to 

Soho as worthy of inclusion ‘If you admit into your account of Staffordshire the 

wonders of art as well as those of nature’.659  Darwin’s text was followed by a 

4,500 word description and history of Soho.660  Once again there was a strong 

emphasis on taste and design, and direct reference was made to the plate to 

support the argument, ‘No expense has been spared to render these works 

                                            
657 Klingender, p.69. 
658 See p.69. 
659 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, p. 117. 
660 See appendix 1.5 for a full transcript of the text. 
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[the Manufactory] uniform and handsome in architecture, as well as neat and 

commodious, as exhibited in the annexed plate.’661  The reader was 

instructed to view the plate at a specific point in their reading so that the 

image could anchor the message of the text; they were being told how to rea

the plate.  The text went on to explain that the same taste had been appl

the grounds which separated Boulton’s house from his manufactory and 

provided peace and seclusion, that Soho was ‘a much-admired scene of 

picturesque beauty’.

d 

ied to 

re the 

 

allery of Portraits.664 

                                           

662  It encouraged the viewer to consider the illustrations 

of Soho with particular topics in mind, to think of the elegance of the products 

as well as of the building and its surroundings; the audience was guided 

towards thinking of the whole Soho enterprise.  It made explicit the link 

between image and text and provides information on how Boulton wanted 

these plates to be read.  However, the text was written and printed befo

images had been supplied so that text would have been written based on 

personal knowledge of the site or on earlier views.663  In 1811 M.R. Boulton

referred Cadell and Davies to the text in Shaw’s History for a notice of 

Boulton’s life so he considered it an accurate account that was suitable for 

informing text in their intended British G

 

 
661 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, p.121.   
662 Stebbing Shaw, 1801, p.121, Stebbing Shaw had undertaken and written on tours of the 
highlands of Scotland and west of England in the 1780s, so was presumably using the term 
‘picturesque beauty’ as defined by Gilpin. 
663 Printed proofs of the text were supplied to Boulton in 1798 although Shaw still offered to 
make changes, BAH3782/12/43/257 Stebbing Shaw to MB 4 June 1798.  Proofs were again 
supplied in 1799, WSL SMS 342/5/172 S Shaw (Soho) to ---- 25 Sept 1799.  The plate of 
Soho House but not the Manufactory had arrived by February 1801, Stebbing Shaw to 
Francis Eginton senior 22 Feb 1801 BAH3782/12/46/73. 
664 BAH3782/13/9/166 MRB to Cadell and Davies 13 May 1811.  They produced an engraving 
after Beechey’s portrait of Boulton (figure 40), drawn by W. Evans and engraved by Cardon in 
1812. 

     178



Further information on the mint and the robbery discussed in chapter two was 

included in an appendix which was harder for the reader to find as there was 

no reference to it in the main text.665  This was a consequence of Shaw 

encouraging additional material until the very last minute.  The Monthly 

Review published a long piece on the volume, noting that the village of 

Handsworth was ‘distinguished by the vast Soho manufactory belonging to the 

celebrated Mr Boulton, whose noble mansion and pleasure grounds add 

beauty to the surrounding scenery.’666  Most of Shaw’s text on Soho was 

reprinted, emphasising the position of Soho as one of the most important 

entries in the volume.667  This reviewer was more interested in the text than 

the images, only mentioning at the end that ‘numerous plates embellish the 

common copies of this work’.668  This suggests that his audience and the 

audience he envisaged for Shaw’s volume would also prioritise the text.  The 

article on Soho was also reprinted in The New Annual Register [...] for the 

year 1801.669 

 

Shaw died in 1802 and Boulton attempted to retrieve the copper plates from 

his executors, asserting that they could be of no use to Shaw’s heirs.670  This 

would allow Boulton to control the production of any further copies of the 

images.  In 1810 Shaw’s collection, including plates, was sold in spite of his 

wish that it should have been left to the British Museum.  The Birmingham 

                                            
665 ‘Appendix of Additions and Corrections’ in Shaw, 1801, p.16.  For the robbery see p.124. 
666 The Monthly Review, June 1802, p.158. 
667 The Monthly Review, June 1802,p.158-164. 
668 The Monthly Review, June 1802, p.164. 
669 The New Annual Register, or general repository of History, politics and literature for the 
year 1801, 1802, pp.197-202.  Such reprinting was relatively common, see also for example 
p.239 for the text of Public Characters. 
670 MB to John Woodward, 11 April 1803 BAH3782/12/83/122.  Control over plates is 
considered further in chapter four in relation to Sharp’s engraving of Boulton after Beechey. 
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antiquarian William Hamper later bought all of Shaw’s original drawings and 

plates, both published and unpublished.671  It is not clear whether the Soho 

plates were recovered by Boulton or were among those sold.  The 

Handsworth section was republished as a separate volume by Swinney and 

Ferrall in 1812 so the plates were accessible for that.  It was repaginated, but 

no alterations were made to update the text in spite of the deaths of Boulton 

and Francis Eginton senior.672 

 

These views continued to be used by the Boultons after the publication of the 

volume, Francis Eginton junior’s bill included colouring four views of Soho, 

presumably to give to people who were considered of sufficient importance to 

receive a copy distinct from the ordinary version.673  In 1832 Boulton’s son 

supplied a number of ‘Engravings of Soho’ to the collector William Salt (1808-

1863) which are likely to have been copies of the plates from Shaw’s volume.  

He hoped ‘I have not robbed you by asking for so many, as I fear you have 

not laid hands upon the Copper Plates themselves.’674  The sale of Boulton 

family material in 1987 included thirty-nine copies of the view of the 

manufactory and eighteen of the house and park.  Sold as one lot they were 

                                            
671 Hamper’s Staffordshire collections were later sold to William Salt and much of the material 
is in the WSL.  Hamper’s papers on Aston were acquired by James Watt junior and now form 
part of BAH3219/6/6. Greenslade, p.xxv; BAH3219/6 Introduction to Catalogue, Part 6: 
‘Papers of the antiquarian William Hamper’. 
672 Stebbing Shaw, The History and Antiquities of Handsworth in the County of Stafford, 
Birmingham, 1812.  This was the same Myles Swinney (1738-1812) who had published the 
Directory considered in chapter one, BBTI, Myles Swinney.  Page numbers within the text 
have not been altered to correspond with the repagination.  This lack of alteration to the text 
suggests that the pages had been stereotyped. 
673 BAH3782/8/21/43 Bill Francis Eginton to William Cheshire 17 April 1805.  The cost was £1 
0 0. 
674 BAH3782/13/25/154 William Salt to MRB, 4 Aug 1832  The letter is endorsed ‘Thanks for 
impression from Plates of Soho’; D.A. Johnson, ‘William Salt’ in Oxford DNB online, accessed 
24 Feb 2010.  Much of Salt’s collection is now at the WSL.   
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described as ‘etchings with aquatint, some printed in colours’.675  It is not 

known if these were printed at the same time as the plates for the books or 

later using the recovered plates (if they were successfully recovered).  

However, the fact that the family had such a large quantity of them suggests 

they could have been used for some form of promotional purpose.  Boulton 

did use such material for its marketing potential.  He requested extra copies of 

the text and sent one to Joseph Franel in Smyrna, assuming Franel was ‘little 

acquainted with my home and my establishments which consist of a 

merchantile house in Birmingham and the most considerable manufactory of 

sundry hardware in England […]’.676   

 

Shaw’s volume combined image and text more effectively than previous 

volumes.  They were physically placed together and readers were given 

specific guidance on how to interpret some aspects of the plates.  While still 

emphasising the scale, elegance and importance of the manufactory, this 

volume sought to make more of a feature of Boulton as a landed gentleman. 

Like the other material considered in this chapter it was the result of collective 

authorship, Eginton junior produced the images, informed by earlier works 

with the final selection by Boulton.  The text was by Shaw, drawing on 

material supplied by Feilde and Erasmus Darwin, commented on and 

approved by Boulton and Watt. 

 

 
                                            
675 Christie’s, Great Tew Sale, 27-29 May 1987, Lot 567. 
676 WSL SMS 342/5/172 S Shaw (Soho) to ---- 25 Sept 1799; BAH3782/12/43/257 Stebbing 
Shaw to MB, 4 June 1798; BAH3782/12/90/103; MB to Joseph Franel.  30 Sep. 1799.  I am 
grateful to Sue Tungate for this reference.  He must be referring to the text only as Eginton 
had not yet completed the plates. 
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The Illuminations 

 

The works considered above are general views of Soho, they do not relate to 

a particular date or event.  Boulton was clearly aware of the importance of 

allowing people to see the factory, having allowed visits for many years until 

stopping them for the reasons discussed above.677  He also used the park for 

large public celebrations, particularly the patriotic illuminations for peace.   

Boulton and his son sought to derive maximum possible advantage from 

these events by ensuring that they were well reported, used the image of the 

Principal Building, and picked up on some of the themes outlined above; they 

were made to link into the brand identity as well as acting as celebrations.   

 

The manufactory was illuminated in 1802 to celebrate the Peace of Amiens.  

The event was reported (without illustration) in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette 

which suggested that ‘for elegance and boldness of design, grandeur of 

effect, and promptness of execution’ it would remain unequalled.  The report 

continued ‘The well-known taste and abilities of the liberal proprietors of those 

premises had given the public every reason to anticipate a very superb and 

brilliant exhibition’.  The road from Birmingham was ‘crowded with 

passengers’ and the gardens were opened to thousands of spectators.  Soho 

House had a coloured star of variegated lamps on the roof and a glass 

transparency of a female figure offering thanksgiving in the central window.  

The manufactory had lamps spelling out G.R. and Peace with a crown and 

star above.  There was a transparency of a dove, representing peace, 

                                            
677 See p.164 
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descending onto a globe in the central window, on the left wing the ‘Caduceus 

of Mercury’ between two cornucopias and on the right a beehive decorated 

with flowers.678  Three Montgolfier balloons and sky-rockets were launched.  

An unsigned pen, ink and wash drawing shows the principal building (figure 

34). 

 

After Boulton’s death, the Manufactory was again illuminated to celebrate 

peace with the new French Government in 1814, following Napoleon’s 

abdication and exile to Elba.  This was expected to be such a large event that 

the proprietor of the theatre wrote to enquire the planned date as he intended 

to close on that night.679  An illustration and description were printed in the 

Birmingham Commercial Herald & General Advertiser on June 13, but M.R. 

Boulton was determined to maximise the promotional opportunities of this 

event and unhappy with the extent of coverage in Aris’s Gazette.680  He 

printed a circular with detailed information and an illustration, in effect a press 

release, hoping for inclusion in the London papers (figure 35).  This 

highlighted the architecture of the building as well as the illuminations 

 
The Building is regularly constructed in well proportioned architecture; 
being full one hundred and eighty feet in length, and about fifty-five feet 
high, situate upon a broad and elevated terrace, separated by a canal 
in front from the amphitheatre formed by an opposite hill, fringed with 
plantations.681 

 

                                            
678 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 5 April 1802, quoted in James Watt Centenary 
Commemoration Catalogue for exhibition in Art Gallery, 1919, Birmingham, 1919, pp.25-6 
and in Langford, Vol. II, pp.151-2.  The Caduceus of Mercury was the winged staff entwined 
with two serpents carried by Mercury as Messenger of the Gods. 
679 BAH3782/13/8/87 Mr Bartley to MRB June 1814. 
680 The illustration in the Herald and Advertiser was similar to that in figure 35 with the addition 
of a balloon.  Both show the building with two storeys rather than the three it actually had. 
681 BAH3147/10/31 printed circular, Birmingham,15 June 1814. 
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These illuminations featured the words, ‘BY PERSEVERANCE, VALOUR, 

UNION AND MAGNANIMITY EUROPE REPOSES FREE COMMERCE AND 

THE ARTS REVIVE.’  M.R. Boulton was very much aware that peace meant 

that export markets could open up again, the celebrations again picked up the 

themes of nationalism, export, taste and the arts.  The printed circular 

conjectured that the event was seen by over 50,000 spectators.682  Zack 

Walker junior sent copies to John Mosley, their London agent, for distribution, 

telling M.R. Boulton that  

Mr Phillp is proceeding with his representation of the Manufactory when 
illuminated, but he is trying so many schemes with a view to produce 
improvements in effect, that I am apprehensive public curiosity on the 
subject will be almost extinct before his drawing is ready to put into the 
hands of the engraver.’683 

 
Boulton and Walker were aware of the publicity potential of such an image but 

also of the fact that it had a limited lifespan and the event would only be 

considered newsworthy for a few weeks.  Phillp was more concerned with 

getting the appropriate effect than the practicalities of getting it published.684  

It is not clear who produced the images that had already been used in the

Commercial Herald and on the circular.

 

                                           

685  An article on the illuminations, 

using the text from the circular, but without illustration appeared in the 

Morning Chronicle, 23 June 1814 so the event did have some coverage in the 

London papers.  An enthusiastic description appeared without illustration in 

the Staffordshire section of Provincial Occurences in the Monthly Magazine, 

 
682 BAH3147/10/31 printed circular, Birmingham,15 June 1814.  The Monthly Magazine, July 
1814, p.572 suggested 60-100,000. 
683 BAH3782/8/50/91 Zack Walker junior to MRB 20 June 1814. 
684 By this date Phillp’s health and behaviour were causing concern and he was being given 
less work, Ballard et al, pp.47-8. 
685 Phillp would have been the logical choice but unlikely to have depicted the building with 
only two storeys. 
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not the high profile position M.R. Boulton would have hoped for.686  Clearly, 

like his father, M.R. Boulton was conscious of the value of a recognisable 

brand identity and was keen to ensure as much coverage as possible, but 

wanted use the still recognisable image of the Principal Building.  By making 

the building the focus of the celebrations they could ensure that even 

descriptions without images carried extensive detail of the tasteful Principal 

Building.  M.R. Boulton had, like his father, produced collectively authored 

imagery.  This drew on the earlier depictions initiated by Boulton senior who 

can also be considered an author of this later image. 

 

 

Absences 

 

What is omitted from images can be as informative and important as what is 

included.687  There are conspicuous absences from all of the images 

considered in this and previous chapters.  None show Boulton or the products 

of the manufactory; descriptions of the site by visitors often focus on the 

production processes, on the objects that they can carry away with them, and 

on Boulton himself.  Soho, its output and Boulton were all sufficiently well 

known at the time that they could stand for each other, so that when people 

saw an image of the manufactory it was synonymous with Boulton the man.  

Sometimes he was indicated in captions, but not always.  The Mint would 

have been of particular interest to many as Boulton now had the national 

coinage contract and was undertaking further technical refinements to the 

                                            
686 The Monthly Magazine, 1 July 1814, pp.572-3. 
687 Wolff, p.124. 
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processes.  An ‘exclusive view of the Royal Mint and Soho Manufactory’ was 

advertised as a particular attraction by Bisset in 1808, but the Mint is not fully 

visible in any of the views, masked by the stables, outside the area of the 

picture or shown only in the distance.  Boulton was especially concerned to 

keep the operation of the new mint secret and would not admit visitors.688 

 

Indications of a working factory are also missing; workers are not shown in the 

images, partly because they are working inside and cannot be seen, but also 

because they were not part of the messages Boulton generally wished to 

communicate about his factory, although they had been present in earlier 

images (figures 8, 9 and 10).689  The later views show visitors rather than 

workers, as Boulton and those around him learnt to use devices like inscribed 

viewers more effectively and understood their intended audiences better.  

They sought to include figures that those viewers could relate to and 

understand.  The insurance society poster (figure 12) depicts a member of the 

Soho staff, well looked after at a time of need.  This figure was an inscribed 

viewer for a different audience; the workforce was a part of the intended 

audience for this image.   This was also designed to show potential customers 

how well Boulton looked after his workers, those staff were both part of the 

audience and part of the message so, for the only time, were given 

prominence in an image of Soho.  

 

                                            
688 Bisset, 1800, frontispiece; Demidowicz, forthcoming. 
689 The depiction of such labourers in an industrial setting is an area worthy of further study, 
building on the research of John Barrell on agricultural labourers and Celina Fox but is 
beyond the scope of the current work, John Barrell, The dark side of the landscape: the rural 
poor in English painting 1730-1840, Cambridge, 1980; Fox, 2009.  
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None of the published images show machinery, other than the earliest (figure 

8) where the waterwheel is visible, hidden in shadow.  This is perhaps 

surprising given that steam engines were large, impressive and strongly linked 

to Soho.  However, the engine was enclosed and would not have been visible 

in any of the views used.690  Likewise the products would have been inside, in 

the workshops or displayed in the showroom.691  Various techniques were 

used by others to show or indicate industrial production.  Two of the other 

plates in Bisset’s Directory show workshop interiors with production in 

progress and attendant staff, but as Whitfield notes, they are made to appear 

as if a theatrically staged performance by the use of drapes.692  The exterior 

view of the brasshouse included large chimneys, machinery and the working 

buildings alongside the polite classical façade bathed in sunlight.693  Other 

plates position goods and machinery for display rather than for practical use, 

Myles Swinney’s type foundry (figure 31), shows a printing press outside and 

has a key identifying the functions of the individual buildings, the button 

makers plate shows machinery alongside cards of finished buttons while the 

Eagle Foundry has its products strewn around the forecourt.694   

 

Boulton was trying to unite his broad output and therefore avoided overt 

reference to one product above others.  He did not need to resort to such 

devices because his products were sufficiently well known for the viewer to be 

                                            
690 The engine house is indicated on figure 3. 
691 It is noteworthy that the showroom was not depicted, perhaps because it was not under 
the direct control of Boulton from 1775 but also for reasons suggested below.  Wedgwood’s 
London showrooms were illustrated in Ackerman’s Repository of Arts in 1809, Wedgwood in 
London, 1984, front cover. 
692 Bisset, 1808, Plates W and 12.  Whitfield, p.260. 
693 Bisset, 1808, L. 
694 Bisset, 1808, Plates F and U. 
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able to picture them without assistance.  Captions or lists in the associated 

text meant that information was available if necessary, but the viewer was 

flattered by the understanding that they would already know about such an 

important factory.  It was possible for the plates of Soho to be apparently 

accurate topographical views, rather than the constructions that others had to 

use.695  Some of Boulton’s products depended on being highly fashionable for 

sales and their inclusion would have dated these printed images.  The views 

of Soho considered here were intended to have long-term impact, they were 

expected to be integrated into collections or kept in libraries so, it was 

important that the prints did not include anything that could be perceived as 

unfashionable. 

 

The smoke and dirt of manufacturing processes are less apparent than might 

be expected.  Bisset used smoke to signify the presence of the steam engine.  

His poem indicated that where ‘curling eddies of black smoke ascends’ could 

be found the ‘wond’rous force and pow’r’ of the steam engines and drew 

attention to a view of Birmingham from the Warwick Canal with plumes of 

smoke rising among the buildings.696  Smoke from different sources has 

different characteristics and could be read or used in various ways depending 

on the requirements of the writer or artist.  It was used in Westley’s 1731 Map 

of Birmingham to indicate industrial buildings.697  Anna Seward had seen it as 

a despoiler of nature, ‘columns large / of thick sulphureous smoke [...] spread 

                                            
695 In fact it was often not entirely accurate, the Latchet Works were frequently shown as 
intended, not as they existed at the time of depiction, see catalogue 6. 
696 Bisset,1808, p.15, plate Q.  See appendix 1.4 for transcript. 
697 Buildings such a Carless’ or Kettle’s Steelhouses were shown in three dimensions with 
smoking chimneys.  Other important buildings were also shown in three dimensions but 
without the smoke, see Evans and Rydén, 2007, p.128. 
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like palls, / that screen the dead’ when writing about Coalbrookdale which 

would have generated more smoke than Soho.698  Boulton could also 

recognise its unpleasant aspects but felt that Soho was not affected.  He told 

a Mrs Dibbs that the ‘quietude and fresh air of Soho will do you more good 

than ye smoak and Noise of Birmgm.’ and Lord Liverpool’s secretary wrote of 

the ‘wonderful effects’ attributed to the pure air of Soho.699  Gilpin had seen 

the smoke of the foundries by the Wye as an asset, as providing picturesque 

qualities, ‘the smoke issuing from the sides of the hills, and spreading its thin 

veil over a part of them, beautifully breaks their lines, and unites them with the 

sky.’700  This idea of the smoke blending with the clouds, the connection of 

nature and industry is a marked contrast to Anna Seward’s interpretation. 

 

The portrayal of smoke varies for the different images of the manufactory and 

with different artists.  The Walker (figure 27) and Bisset (figure 29) show none 

at all, the view of the manufactory in Stebbing Shaw includes a little, that in 

the Monthly Magazine shows more emerging from the chimneys of Rolling Mill 

Row, the von Breda portrait of Boulton (figure 37, discussed in chapter four) 

shows smoke in the background.  Eginton junior and the unknown 

watercolorist signified the presence of industry with the top of the smoking 

mint chimney in the views of the house and park (figs 22 and 33).  In other 

views cloud appears to hang over the Principal Building which can also be 

read as smoke, but has no apparent source because it is not connected to the 

                                            
698 Anna Seward, Coalbrook Dale cited in Whitfield p.196. 
699 Undated letter in William Salt Library quoted by Brown in Dick (ed.), 2009, p.32.  It may 
date to 1796 when Samuel Garbett asked Boulton to pass some particulars to Mrs Dibbs, Mr 
Stevenson or Mr John Stevenson Salt if he had the opportunity. BAH3782/12/62/147 Samuel 
Garbett to MB 25 Apr 1796. BAH3782/13/116 Thomas Lack to MB 5 Feb 1801. 
700 Gilpin, [1782], 2005, p.27. 
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chimneys (figure 10).  Minerva’s cloud on the insurance society poster (figure 

12) could be read as smoke.  Depiction of smoke on published views of Soho 

was kept to a minimum in line with an intended perception of the site as clean 

and healthy. 

 

It is in the work of John Phillp that we see the most smoke but that work did 

not reach a wider audience; it was private and could therefore be more 

accurate.  He made a study of smoke from the brass foundry at Smethwick 

and drew smoke in what was probably the open roof of the observatory.701  

His views of the manufactory and Soho Foundry also include smoke, 

sometimes making it a feature.702   The quantity of smoke changes with the 

temperature, particularly where it comes from a fire which is a source of 

warmth rather than for an industrial purpose.  Its behaviour changes with the 

wind hence, two very similar views of the house on the hill show the smoke 

from the factory chimney blowing in different directions, perhaps because the 

wind direction changed or to allow for the artist’s compositional preference 

(figures 22 and 33).  Smoke is the only unpleasant aspect of manufacturing 

shown in these views, there is no indication of noise, smell or dirt, aspects 

which cannot so readily be shown in images, although their causes can.  Such 

potentially negative aspects do not tend to appear in descriptions either so 

                                            
701 See BMAG2003.31.30 and catalogue 37. 
702 The Soho Foundry was established 1795-6 to manufacture parts for the steam engine.  It 
was on a separate canal side site, a mile from Soho Manufactory.  The retention of the Soho 
name indicated the importance attached to that name but did cause confusion.  Smoke is 
visible in Phillp’s catalogue 19, 21, 23 and 29 and his view of Soho Foundry 
BMAG2003.31.18. There is none in catalogue 24 but it is unfinished.  He was also interested 
in cloud, using it to make dramatic skies and adding far more when he reworked Eginton’s 
aquatint, catalogue 26. 
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Soho may have been considered cleaner than other, similar manufactories.  

The Rev. Richard Warner wrote 

As much praise is due to the highly-gifted proprietors of Soho for their 
attention to morals, as to scientific improvements, in their extensive 
works; which has shewn itself in the orderly and citizen-like behaviour 
of the little army of labourers employed upon them.  All is decorum, 
cleanliness, and decency, throughout the works; the pleasing effects of 
good example and wise regulations.703 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This group of images of Soho Manufactory, house and park, published over a 

relatively short period saw the largest print runs of images of Soho.  Indeed, 

the magazines and Bisset’s Directory would have been printed in the 

thousands.  They depict the complex in a subtly different way from the earlier 

images; there is more of an emphasis on space and the surrounding estate on 

which so much time and money had been spent.  Each of the views 

considered in this chapter places the manufactory in its landscape setting to a 

greater degree than those of the 1770s, each devotes a large part of the 

foreground to grass, planting and paths or tracks, as well as including details 

of adjacent buildings and the landscape beyond Soho.  Like the earlier 

images they show a lot of sky, giving a feeling of space and allowing the 

Principal Building to dominate.  Sunlight is generally made to fall on the main 

façade of the Principal Building, drawing attention to it as a feature.  The 

plates and their accompanying text depict this manufactory as somewhere 

                                            
703 Warner, 1802, Vol.II, p.216. 
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that is clean and in a pleasant, spacious setting which celebrated nature.   

This is a direct challenge to the view of industrial towns and factories as dirty, 

unpleasant and destroying nature which was apparent in the work of people 

like Anna Seward.704  Groups of figures, a family (figure 26) and a couple with 

a dog (figure 27) are seen in the middle ground, walking in the park, enjoying 

Boulton’s creation.  The publication of four different images of Soho in five 

years shows the alterations taking place at the front of the site, particularly 

when compared to some of the material considered previously.  As shown in 

chapter two, Boulton took care to organise the approach to the manufactory to 

display it to its best advantage, including altering the approach road and 

separating the access to Soho House. 

 

Captions are used in different ways in these images, that in Bisset 

emphasised the number of businesses while Stebbing Shaw’s title and 

inclusion of Boulton’s coat of arms highlight Boulton the gentleman as well as 

the manufacturer.  The Walker print has the much simpler caption ‘SOHO, 

Staffordshire’ but was designed to be viewed together with the description 

acting as an extended caption or label.  In the other three examples the plate 

is some distance from the text and either in a different orientation or folded so 

they could less easily be viewed together.  The Monthly is captioned ‘The 

SOHO MANUFACTORY near BIRMINGHAM belonging to Messrs Boulton & 

Watt’ although the manufactory did not belong to Boulton and Watt.705  The 

captions demonstrate Boulton’s willingness to associate the manufactory with 

                                            
704 She described Wolverhampton as ‘grim’ and Sheffield as ‘sullied’ in Colebrook Dale, 1785, 
and wrote of ‘Violated Colebrook’, Whitfield, p.196. Donna Coffey, ‘Protecting the Botanic 
Garden: Seward, Darwin, and Coalbrookdale’, Women’s Studies, 31:2, pp.142, 150. 
705 See p.155. 
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different geographical locations as circumstances dictated.  The aesthetic and 

antiquarian publications place him in Staffordshire, the others near 

Birmingham.  Boulton was willing to apply this to other areas of his life, 

standing unsuccessfully for nomination as Sheriff of Warwickshire before 

becoming Sheriff of Staffordshire.706 

 

The written descriptions which accompany these images pick up common 

themes, some of which are visible within the plates.  Beauty, taste and 

elegance, sheer scale, landscaped park and visitors can be seen in both, the 

texts add the transformation of a desolate heath, long established business, 

export and competition with France, the wide range of products and the 

combination of science and art.  Many viewers and readers would already 

have been aware of at least some of those attributes from other sources, as 

Boulton reinforced them repeatedly.  These same themes were also found in 

descriptions written by visitors, suggesting they had read them in descriptions 

or been told of them during a visit, that these texts were also collective 

productions.  The published descriptions informed the expectations of visitors 

and the guided tours had provided a further method of emphasis until they 

had to be stopped.  Such descriptions also informed each other, Priscilla 

Wakefield’s was written without visiting Soho.707  These same themes would 

be picked up again in Boulton’s obituaries (discussed in chapter four).  Many 

of them have survived to the present day and continue to feature in 

publications, museum displays and guided tours of Boulton’s former home. 

                                            
706 Argus, 16 Nov 1789; General Evening Post, 10 Nov 1792; Morning Chronicle, 10 Feb 
1794. 
707 She did not travel and wrote most of her work based on extensive research, Ann B. Shteir, 
Priscilla Wakefield [nee Bell] in Oxford DNB online, accessed 18 Nov. 2009. 
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The repeated use of such a similar angle of view by different artists over a 

period of thirty years helped to reinforce the image of the Principal Building as 

a symbol of Boulton and of Soho.  It is not clear if this was a conscious piece 

of branding or if this was simply the most obvious view to take of the site.  It is 

certainly the way most visitors would have approached, coming down the hill 

from the Birmingham to Wolverhampton road.  The Principal Building was 

designed to be a dominant, eye-catching construction, so it is no surprise that 

this was the building selected for depiction.   The earliest views of Soho 

showed the site from a bird’s eye view but the views were soon standardised 

to show the Principal Building from the same angle. Only one, unknown, artist 

has shown the front of the Principal Building from the opposite direction (figure 

21) and it is depicted square on in the insurance society poster and 

illustrations of the illuminations (figures 12, 34 and 35).  The illustrations 

associated with the robbery show the site from the rear for practical reasons 

and other, later, artists have shown the site from the rear (figure 25, 46 and 

47).  It was only Phillp who provided more informal views, an indication of the 

fact that he knew the site far better than any other artist, had greater access to 

the surrounding estate and did not have audience expectations to meet.  He 

drew and painted not only the Manufactory but also the park, the heathland 

and the garden buildings which is why we have such a comprehensive idea of 

the surroundings of the factory.  Those images were not intended for public 

consumption, they were not the views controlled and influenced by Boulton in 

order to present a coherent and repeated image of Soho to potential 

customers, to create and then sustain the Soho brand identity. 
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The archival research has shown how many authors were involved in the 

production of these images, a theme which will be explored further in the next 

chapter.  It has made clear that the images drew on earlier depictions of the 

site and that Boulton had a key role, for instance selecting from a series of 

views prepared by Francis Eginton junior to ensure Soho was depicted in a 

way that reinforced they messages he wished to convey.  The images 

became increasingly sophisticated, particularly once Eginton junior was 

involved which is why he was selected to produce views for Bisset’s Directory 

and Shaw’s History, and later to engrave Boulton’s portrait.708  He introduced 

techniques such as repoussoir and picturesque elements like the trees on the 

left while continuing to use the beautiful Principal Building (figure 32). 

 

Bisset’s poem, like Boulton himself and the anonymous writer discussed in 

chapter two, portrayed Soho as a physical memorial to Boulton, seeing future 

generations taking over the businesses.709  The images considered here can 

be understood as contributing to this memorialising function as they ensured 

that people recognised the site as well as the products.  In fact, the 

businesses were wound up by subsequent generations and Matthew Piers 

Watt Boulton, Boulton’s grandson, oversaw the demolition of the Principal 

Building after a proposal to turn it into ‘four first-rate dwellings’ failed.710  

Today people are much more aware of Watt than Boulton, largely as the result 

of the efforts of James Watt junior to ensure his father had a lasting legacy, 

                                            
708 See p.242 for the portrait. 
709 See p.102 for Boulton’s view and appendices 1.4 and 1.6 for transcripts of these poems. 
710 The Engineer, 2 July 1858, p.17, Ballard et al, pp.70-1. 
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termed the ‘filial project’ by Miller.711  This included the distribution of 

likenesses of Watt in the form of a monument in Westminster Abbey, a statue 

at the University of Glasgow, busts presented to institutions like the Royal 

Society and the Institute of France, and numerous plaster casts supplied to 

friends.712  Boulton too had been aware of the importance of the distribution of 

likenesses and the next chapter explores printed portraits of him, how they 

were distributed during his lifetime and immediately afterwards and how they 

linked to the Soho brand identity. 

 

 

                                            
711 David Phillip Miller, Discovering Water: James Watt, Henry Cavendish and the Nineteenth-
Century Water Controversy, Aldershot, 2004, pp.83-99. 
712 BAH3219/6/79-83 Letters and papers concerning monuments, statues and busts of James 
Watt, 1824-1845.  BAH3219/6/83/35 Account, Francis Chantrey to JWj 1819-1821 is for 44 
casts supplied to friends 1819-1821 at a cost of £160 4 0 and copies continued to be 
distribute after this account. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
 

DEPICTING AN INDUSTRIALIST 1801 - 1809 
 

 
This chapter will consider the importance of Boulton himself to the Soho brand 

and the way he was portrayed in single sheet prints, books and magazines.  It 

draws on extensive archival evidence for the commissioning, production and 

distribution of a line engraving of Boulton by William Sharp after Sir William 

Beechey.  This material provides a unique opportunity to consider the 

production and reception of this print in great depth.  It also makes clear the 

extent to which these images, like those of the manufactory were the result of 

multiple authorship.  This was a period when portraiture was growing in 

popularity; having a portrait painted was no longer the preserve of the 

aristocracy, but was opening out to a wider range of sitters and viewers.  Mill 

owners, manufacturers and engineers could now afford to commission 

portraits.713  Through the use of gesture, pose, dress, props, background, and 

labelling the painter could convey signals about the sitter for viewers to 

interpret.714  Boulton was aware of this and had his portrait painted several 

times, by different artists, for different audiences, to be hung in different 

locations, each signifying messages about his role and status.  Some of those 

portraits were copied in various formats, as paintings, miniatures and prints.   

 

                                            
713 Desmond Shawe-Taylor, The Georgians: Eighteenth-Century Portraiture and Society, 
London, 1990; Shearer West, ‘Portraiture’ in McCalman (ed.), An Oxford Companion to the 
Romantic Age: British Culture 1776-1832, 1999, Oxford, pp.656-658; John Ingamells, 
National Portrait Gallery Mid-Georgian Portraits 1760-1790, London, 2004, pp.xiii-xvi. 
714 Shearer West, Portraiture, Oxford, 2004, p.71. 
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At the same time, access to single sheet prints, including portraits, expanded 

to a wider audience as they were produced in large quantities by publishers 

like John Boydell with annual catalogues of prints which encouraged their 

collection by a broader range of viewers.715  This was not limited to London; 

provincial publishers such as Edward Jee in Whittall Street, Birmingham also 

carried prints, although by the time of his bankruptcy in 1799 the only portrait 

he is known to have stocked was of Edmund Burke.716  Print collecting was 

extremely popular in the middle and later eighteenth century, portfolio 

collections were kept by the wealthy connoisseur.  Glazed and framed prints 

were used as decorations in the homes of the middle-classes.717  Having a 

printed portrait was the only way of making an image of a person available to 

large numbers of people and became more important as fascination with the 

famous grew.718   Exhibiting a portrait made it available to a large audience, 

but only for the duration of the exhibition.  Portraits were reproduced as single 

sheet prints, and many more times in magazines.719  As shown in chapter 

three the market for periodicals was expanding and portraits were among the 

plates included in many magazines.  These were valued enough to be 

removed and integrated into collections. 

 

                                            
715 Nenadic, 1997, p.204. 
716 Nenadic, 1997, pp.208-9.  Jee was the business partner of Francis Eginton senior’s 
brother John who had died in 1796, see p.77.  This assertion is based on the catalogue of the 
sale of his stock in London.  It is possible that he also stocked portraits of local interest but 
these were not considered saleable in London, the sale is described as ‘the selected part of 
the stock’, BM A1-1.30 A Catalogue of the Many Valuable Copperplates, Prints etc. of Edward 
Jee, Print seller in Birmingham, London, 1799. 
717 Nenadic, 1997, pp.209-10. Marcia Pointon, Hanging the Head: Portraiture and Social 
Formation in Eighteenth-century England, New Haven and London, 1993 p.55; Shawe-Taylor, 
1990, pp.26-7. 
718 William Vaughan, British Painting: The Golden Age, London, 1999, p.47.   
719 Lippincott, p.52. 
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As has been shown, Boulton used the depiction of the Principal Building as a 

way of representing and promoting the diverse range of products emerging 

from his manufactory.  He also used his own personality to do this.  Julius 

Hardy, a Birmingham button maker, recognised the importance of character 

and personality in selling his products.  He noted in 1789 ‘an absolute 

necessity of one’s being bold and properly forward’ and argued that his 

knowledge and adaptation of his own character had helped him to obtain 

orders.  He needed to be a skilled salesman as well as a manufacturer and 

his own personality was an important part of that sales ability.720  Boulton was 

clearly aware of this and worked hard to build his reputation locally and 

nationally.  Boulton was the better known in each of his business partnerships, 

cultivating a high profile by lobbying parliament and seeking patronage from 

important and famous figures.  He ensured he was involved in local affairs 

such as the General Hospital, the Theatre Royal and the Birmingham 

Chamber of Manufacturers.721  As Boulton’s fame grew, visitors to Soho 

expected to be able to see the man as well as the factory, John Hodges told 

Boulton, ‘I observe that the generality of people of distinction and fortune that 

visit Soho, as well as foreigners that are recommended or have heard of you, 

seem much disapointed [sic] when they cannot see you.’722  

 

Boulton’s awareness of his role in the promotion of the businesses is also 

visible in the way he chose to have himself represented in portraits.  His 

portrayal became increasingly sophisticated, probably partly due to his 

experience of using portraits on medals produced at the Soho Mint, and the 
                                            
720 Scott, pp.152-3. 
721 Quickenden,1990, p.61. 
722 BAH3782/12/63/16 John Hodges to MB 12 Sep 1780. 
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later portraits were disseminated to much wider audiences.723  The earliest 

known portrait of Boulton was painted by Tilly Kettle c.1762-4 and is a pair 

with one of his second wife Ann.724  They are likely to have hung in a 

domestic situation, probably on either side of a chimneypiece, and seen by a 

domestic audience.725  The next portrait was painted by J.S.C. Schaak in 

1770 (figure 36), showing Boulton in a court suit with elaborate buttons and 

frogging, his hand tucked into his waistcoat, a convention of portraiture

than something people actually did, showing that Boulton understood and 

could make use of such conventions.

 rather 

 

s 

riend 

                                           

726  The bill indicates that it was also one

of a pair but it is not clear who was the other sitter.727  It could have been his 

wife or his business partner, John Fothergill.728  Who the other sitter was 

would provide an indication of where the portrait was intended to hang, if it 

showed Fothergill it was highly likely that this would have been at the 

manufactory, possibly in the showroom which opened in 1771.729  If the 

portraits did depict the business partners this would have strongly linked the 

personalities of the partners to their products.  Boulton was also painted by 

Zoffany, probably in the early 1770s, a painting described by a descendant a

an oval picture, ‘a hard careful likeness in a brown coat & greenish silk 

waistcoat.’730  A portrait of Boulton by the Birmingham artist and family f

 
723 For further discussion on portraits of Boulton, particularly the oil paintings see Val Loggie, 
‘Portraits of Matthew Boulton’ in Dick (ed.) 2009, pp.63-76. 
724 Reproduced in Goodison, 2002 plates 1 and 4 and Mason, 2005 plates 1 and 2. 
725 West, 2004, p.112. 
726 West, 2004, p.25. 
727 BAH3782/6/191/56  Matthew Bolton Esq to JSC Schaak, 1770 
728 There is an apparently unsigned portrait of Fothergill with his descendants which could be 
its pair, pers. comm. Dr Alastair Brown.  It is reproduced in Mason, 2005, plate 13.  I am 
grateful to Dr Brown and Brendan Flynn for discussions on this portrait.  For further 
consideration of this possibility see Loggie in Dick (ed.), 2009 pp.64-5. 
729 See p.39. 
730 National Portrait Gallery, London (RP1532 NPG Archive), Lionel Muirhead to Cust 6 Feb 
1909.  The current location of this portrait is unknown. 
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James Millar was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1784, the first time Mil

had exhibited there, and the first time an image of Boulton had been 

exhibited.

lar 

 

e 

ainly by family and friends. 

                                           

731  Boulton had previously experienced the publicity potential of 

inclusion in an exhibition; the architect William Chambers had exhibited

models for ormolu items Boulton was to make for the king and queen at th

Royal Society in 1760 which had raised awareness of his work.732  Zoffany 

and Millar’s portraits of Boulton were probably intended to be hung in the 

home and viewed m

 

 

Matthew Boulton by S.W. Reynolds after C.F. von Breda, 1796 

 

As Boulton’s fame grew, people outside the family circle expressed an interest 

in owning images of him.  John Rennie (1761-1821), an engineer who had 

worked for Boulton and Watt in the early stages of his career, asked them to 

sit for the American artist Mather Brown in London in June 1792.733  Boulton 

was short of time and offered instead to sit for Thomas Lawrence when 

Lawrence next visited his brother in Birmingham.734  However, Boulton did not 

have his portrait painted by either of those men, but by the Swedish artist Carl 

Frederick von Breda (1759-1818) who was introduced to Boulton by the 

architect William Chambers.  Chambers explained that von Breda intended to 
 

731 Graves; Loggie in Dick (ed.), 2009, pp.65-6.  It was exhibited under the title portrait of a 
gentleman.  Ingamells, p.66 lists this as a doubtful portrait but given the links between 
Boulton’s family and Millar I would argue that this is no longer the case.  The current location 
of this portrait is not known although the portrait by an unknown artist NPG 1532 is probably a 
copy of an earlier portrait which could be the Millar, for further discussion see Loggie, in Dick 
(ed.) 2009, p.66. 
732 Hilary Young, ‘Sir William Chambers and John Yenn: Designs for Silver’, The Burlington 
Magazine, Vol. 128 No 994 Jan 1986 pp.31-5. 
733 BAH3147/3/296/12 John Rennie to MB, 7 June 1792. 
734 BAH3782/13/49/91 MB to John Rennie, 12 June 1792. 
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undertake a tour to see the country, painting portraits to cover his 

expenses.735  While he was in Birmingham, von Breda painted Boulton, Watt 

and William Withering, another member of the Lunar Society.  Boulton was 

portrayed three-quarter-length, seated and dressed in black, looking directly at 

the viewer (figure 37).  He has a medal in one hand and a magnifying glass 

with which to examine it in the other.  The magnifying glass signifies the 

quality of the medal, that it will withstand close examination, but its use also 

portrays Boulton as a connoisseur, a man of learning and taste.736  There is 

not sufficient detail to identify any particular medal, although he had made a 

number by this date, his minting activities would not reach their peak until 

1797 and the production of the regal coinage.737  On the table beside him are 

four mineral specimens which cannot be identified with any certainty but one 

could be intended to represent copper ore, the raw material from which many 

of Boulton’s products were made.738  The Principal Building is visible in the 

background, so the image links the manufacturer, the product, the place of 

manufacture and possibly the raw material with Boulton at the centre.  Thus 

the portrait signifies and unites learning, arts, science, and manufacturing, as 

many of the images and descriptions of the manufactory had done.  This 
                                            
735 BAH3782/12/36/150 William Chambers to MB, 13 Aug. 1791.  Boulton also received a 
letter of introduction to von Breda from R.E.Raspe, BAH3782/12/36/148  Raspe to MB Aug 9 
1791. 
736 Harry Mount, ‘The Monkey with the Magnifying Glass: Constructions of the Connoisseur in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Oxford Art Journal, 29.2 2006, pp.167-83. 
737 Dickinson, pp.133-162; I am grateful to Sue Tungate for discussion on this. 
738 I am grateful to Dr R.A. Ixer for guidance on the mineral specimens.  Whitfield, p.128 n.290 
and p.178 suggests that Jenny Uglow feels they are more likely to represent specimens from 
Boulton’s mineral collection, now at the Lapworth Museum of Geology, University of 
Birmingham.  This is possible, but as Whitfield acknowledges the collection and study of such 
samples is, for Boulton, closely linked to industrial application.  I would argue that the 
inclusion of the medal makes the industrial application more explicit in the portrait.  Whitfield 
does not recognise the medal, suggesting that the magnifying glass has been used to 
examine the mineral collection, presumably having mistaken the medal for a case for the 
magnifying glass.  Ingamells, 2004, p.65 suggests that one of the specimens is bluejohn 
fluorspar, also implying a link with industrial production through Boulton’s ormolu work.  
However, Dr Ixer has advised that none of the minerals depicted are fluorspar. 
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portrait was painted in 1792, the year of the insurance society poster with its 

similar messages, discussed in chapter one.739 

 

Von Breda’s portraits of Boulton and Watt were exhibited at the Royal 

Academy in 1793.740  Exhibition of Boulton’s portrait alongside that of Watt 

would draw attention to their business connection.741  Full-size copies of the 

portrait of Boulton were made by von Breda for Watt, Withering and John 

Rennie.742  Miniature copies, a more intimate format for family or close 

friends, were made for Boulton’s daughter, Anne and by John Phillp.743  I

1796 Boulton agreed to further duplication and circulation to a wider audience 

when von Breda asked to produce a print after the portrait.  Von Breda, aware 

of the potential of reproductive prints to broaden the market for his port

engaged the painter and printmaker Samuel William Reynolds (1773-1835) 

who had already produced a number of prints after his works.

n 

raits, 

                                           

744  He 

acknowledged there was a risk in publishing a print so long after the painting 

and its exhibition, ‘but I trust the original picture and the Aprobation it met with 

will not yet be obliterated in the memory of your Numerous friends who may 

wish to become subscribers.’745  The ideal time to publish a print would be as 

it was exhibited so that it could benefit from the publicity surrounding the 

 
739 See p.92 and catalogue 3. 
740 Graves.  No evidence of response to the exhibition of these portraits has been found. 
741 Both portraits were exhibited as ‘portrait of a gentleman’, as was common practice at the 
time so viewers would have to be aware of the identity of the sitters from other sources such 
as reviews or through personal contact, Graves. 
742 BAH3782/12/38/55 von Breda to MB 27 Mar 1793; BAH3782/12/38/169 von Breda to MB 5 
Oct 1793.  Watt was portrayed with an engine drawing on the table in front of him. 
743 BAH3782/12/39/314 von Breda to MB 18 Nov 1794.  It was painted by Gillberg.  For 
Phillp’s copy see catalogue 18.  There is no provenance for this item and it is not clear who 
owned it but it is signed by Phillp. 
744 Felicity Owen, ‘Samuel William Reynolds’ in Oxford DNB online accessed 29 August 2008;  
‘for instance Sir Joshua Reynolds, the Turkish Embasador, My Lord Eglinton, Miss Langton 
etc.’ BAH3782/12/39/314 von Breda to MB 18 Nov 1794. Wilton, p.15. 
745 BAH3782/12/41/50 C.F. von Breda to MB 10 Feb 1796. 
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exhibition.746  The painter asked how best to publicise the print in Birmingham 

and suggested that Boulton should ask ‘some of your more intimate friends’ to 

begin a list of subscribers which would ‘render the formality of Proposals 

unnecessary.’747   

 

Von Breda hoped that the main purchasers would be Boulton’s friends, 

acquaintances and admirers.  This would avoid the publication of a proposal, 

a printed sheet advertising the image and seeking subscriptions before it was 

published.  Implicit to von Breda’s query is the assumption that much of the 

market for the print would be in Birmingham.  The question of the audience for 

a print of someone who was not a famous actor, politician or royalty is one 

which later concerned Boulton’s friend Sir Joseph Banks.  He wrote about the 

wisdom and financial viability of producing prints after portraits, allowing that 

Thomas Phillip’s portrait of him did honour to the artist’s talents, but that he 

was not in a position to tell if a print would be a profitable undertaking.  He 

suggested the sales of a print depended on three things, ‘the Excellence of 

the Painter; the Talents of the Engraver, & the Notoriety of the Person it 

Represents.’  There were already three prints of him available.748  

How these three have fard in the world, the Printsellers will tell you.  I 
doubt, however, whether any adequate Reward was obtained by the 
artist for Either of the Large ones.  A man like me, who has never 
medled in Politics, & who Cannot, of Course, possess a Squadron of 
Enthusiastic Friends, is not likely to Sell a dear Print.  A Cheap one will 

                                            
746 In theory there were copyright advantages in publishing a print before the painting was 
exhibited.  Little protection was available for paintings at this date, more was available for 
engraved images and publishing an engraving provided protection of the image, Ronan 
Deazley, ‘Breaking the Mould? The Radical Nature of the Fine Arts Copyright Bill 1862’, in R 
Deazley, M Kretschmer and L Bently, Privilege and Property: Essays on the History of 
Copyright, Cambridge, forthcoming. 
747 BAH3782/12/41/50 von Breda to MB 10 Feb 1796. 
748 Mezzotints after Joshua Reynolds and Benjamin West, both produced in 1773 and a 
stipple engraving after John Russell’s pastel of Banks produced in 1789. 
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answer better among the men of Science, many of whom have honord 
Russells print with a place in their apartments. 

 
He felt that soliciting a subscription for the publication of his portrait would be 

interpreted ‘by Cool headed men’ as vanity, but admitted he felt inclined to do 

so as an act of gratitude to Phillips.  He worried that people would not 

understand his motives so, he dare not subscribe himself,  

nor should I venture, on account of the high Price put upon proofs, & 
Very little real superiority they have over Prints, to purchase privately 
more than a Few of them.  Some prints I certainly should try to Lay by 
[for my] Family, in hopes that they may become usefull to some one 
sometime hence as Presents, when difficult to obtain in the Shops.749 
 

Proofs are the earliest prints taken in a run which are of higher quality as the 

plate has not worn.  They were sought after by collectors and were more 

expensive than the common prints.750  Banks highlighted one of the important 

roles of portrait prints for their sitters, as presents, tokens of respect or 

affection that could be handed out. 

 

The print of Boulton was to be a mezzotint, a form which was quick and cheap 

to produce and could reproduce the tonal effects of painting (figure 38).  The 

technique dominated portrait prints until the 1780s when other forms such as 

line engraving began to become more popular.751  Mezzotint plates wore 

quickly so, the earlier, proof prints were of higher quality than later prints and 

the difference between proofs and prints was more marked than in other 

forms.  Ten days after submitting his proposal, von Breda wrote that the plate 

was ready and ‘it does in my opinion honor to the artist both as to the likeness 

                                            
749 Joseph Banks to Thomas Phillips RA, 12 Sept 1808 in Neil Chambers (ed.), The Letters of 
Joseph Banks: A Selection 1768-1820, 2000, River Edge, N.J., p.287. 
750 See p.205 for further discussion on proofs. 
751 David Alexander, ‘The Portrait Engraving in Georgian England’ in The British Face: A View 
of Portraiture 1625-1850, 1986, London, p.27. 
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and execution and will I hope meet with your approbation.’752  His father was 

ill and von Breda returned to Sweden immediately and did not come to Soho 

to discuss publicity and distribution.  Leaving meant that he was unlikely to 

make any money from the undertaking, but hoped that if friends collected 

names for subscription as soon as possible his share of the expense would be 

covered.  He estimated this at not much more than twenty-five guineas.753   

He gave up his financial interest in the publication and it was published by 

S.W. Reynolds alone. Von Breda initially stipulated that the price of the proofs 

should not exceed 15/- and the prints 10/6, on publication they were fixed at 

12/- for proofs and 7/6 for prints.754  He sent a list of prices of prints after his 

other paintings in case any of Boulton’s friends should want copies.755  

Presumably, he was trying to clear as much stock as possible and release 

capital before leaving the country.  Boulton ordered a proof copy of each of 

these prints.756   

 

The von Breda portrait and the multiples made after it contributed to the 

development of the Soho identity, particularly with the exhibition of the 

painting, alongside that of Watt, to the fashionable London audience at the 

Royal Academy.  Portraits of manufacturers, if they referred to the sitter’s 

occupation frequently showed a single identifiable product or invention, for 

                                            
752 BAH3782/12/41/72 von Breda to MB 20 Feb 1796. 
753 BAH3782/12/41/72 von Breda to MB 20 Feb 1796. 
754 BAH3782/12/41/50 von Breda to MB 10 Feb 1796; BAH3782/12/41/72 von Breda to MB 20 
Feb 1796. 
755 The Turkish Ambassador, The Earl of Eglintonine and Sir Joshua Reynolds were 15/- for 
proofs, 10/6 for prints; the Rev Hussey 12/- and 7/6; Miss Langton 10/6 and 7/6.  All of these 
were by S.W. Reynolds.  The King of Sweden and Revd Mr [Thomas] Clarkson by J. Young 
were 10/6 and 5/- while the Benevolent Planter instructing his negro and Baron Arm[illegible] 
by Pyott were 10/6 and 7/6.  BAH3782/12/41/72 von Breda to MB 20 Feb 1796. 
756 BAH3782/12/41/72 von Breda to MB 20 Feb 1796; BAH3782/12/41/176 von Breda to MB, 
21 May 1796. 
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example, Joseph Wright’s portraits of Arkwright with a set of cotton-spinning 

rollers (1789-90) or Samuel Oldknow with his bolt of muslin (c.1790-2).757  

Von Breda’s portrait of James Watt showed him with a steam engine drawing 

which stood for his improvements to the engine.  However, Boulton’s diverse 

range of businesses made it difficult to select a single symbolic object.  An 

unidentifiable medal stands for the whole of his medallic output, the area of 

his greatest interest at the time.  Highlighting this area of his manufactures, 

particularly to the London establishment who would see it at the Royal 

Academy exhibition, was particularly important to Boulton at this time because 

he was seeking the contract to produce the national coinage.758 

 

The Principal Building was included in von Breda’s portrait as a symbol of 

Boulton’s wider businesses and to link the portrait to a specific location.  This 

may have been inspired by Sir Joshua Reynolds’ portrait of Boulton’s friend Dr 

John Ash (1788) (fig 39).  Ash was a physician and co-founder of Birmingham 

General Hospital, a campaign in which Boulton had also been involved.  Ash 

had been involved in the design of the hospital building and Reynolds shows 

him holding a copy of the plan with the building itself visible in the distance.759  

It is likely that Boulton also knew George Stubbs’ 1780 portrait of the 

Wedgwood family which included a large black basalt vase on a tripod table to 

Josiah Wedgwood’s left, intended to stand for Wedgwood’s business and 

products.760 It also shows kilns in the background which could be read as 

                                            
757 Judy Egerton, Wright of Derby, London, 1990, pp.197-8, 200-1. 
758 Dickinson, p.148. 
759 Mason, 2009, pp.191-2; BAH3782/12/60/30 John Fothergill to MB 20 Nov 1765. 
760 Judy Egerton, George Stubbs, Painter. Catalogue Raisonné, New Haven and London, 
2007, p.433 suggests this was likely to have been Wedgwood’s idea.  It is an incongruous 
object in the garden setting of the portrait. 
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symbolising his manufacturing process.761  There is doubt about whether they 

are Wedgwood’s own kilns, or were simply visible from the real landscape of 

the park at Etruria Hall in which the family were placed.  Egerton argues the 

former, Vincent-Kemp the latter, suggesting they are the bottle ovens at 

Longport and that they were included ‘as being of topographical interest, as 

well as being symbolic of Josiah Wedgwood’s own industry.’762  Boulton’s 

reference to his site of manufacture is much clearer and it is possible that he 

was aware of confusion of interpretation of this portrait. 

 

In von Breda’s portrait of Boulton the Principal Building is framed by drapes as 

if it were visible through a window.  Although the portrait was probably painted 

at Soho House, it would not have been possible to see the manufactory like 

this from its windows as the house is on top of the hill and much higher than 

the factory.763  This is a capriccio, an invented picture.  The inclusion of the 

Principal Building makes the assumption that viewers will understand that it 

was a manufactory, or accepts the possible reading of it as a house.  The 

original portrait and its various painted copies were owned by friends and 

family, and the portraits would have been hung in a domestic situation where, 

if necessary, they could be explained to visitors.  However, with exhibition and 

multiplication through the mezzotint, its interpretation passed beyond the 

                                            
761 The painting shows Wedgwood as a family man and the exterior setting and sitters appear 
to have been determined by Stubbs, Wedgwood wanted two portraits of the children only.  
The result was ‘a source of exasperation’ to both Wedgwood and Stubbs and was not 
exhibited.  It is particularly well-known now, described by Egerton as ‘endlessly reproduced’ 
but at the time would not have been known to many beyond Wedgwood’s immediate circle, 
Ruth Vincent-Kemp, George Stubbs and the Wedgwood Connection, Stoke–on-Trent, 1986, 
p.27; Egerton, 2007, p.433; Graves.   
762 Egerton, 2007, p.69; Vincent-Kemp, p.34.  The displays at the Wedgwood Museum 
suggest that they are Wedgwood’s kilns. 
763 Von Breda’s portrait of Withering was certainly painted at Soho, see Loggie in Dick (ed.), 
2009, p.68. 
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control of Boulton’s immediate circle.  Purchasers of the print, or those who 

were given copies, were likely to have been people who knew Boulton, or 

knew of, and were interested in, his work and reputation.  How many of those 

understood what the building represented cannot be known, but by the 

twentieth century viewers misunderstood and assumed that the print showed 

Boulton as ‘a frequent host at his Soho home (represented in the background 

of the print).’764  This gives a different message, not necessarily one of which 

Boulton would have disapproved, he did have a reputation as a generous 

host.  It also suggests someone who could afford a house much grander than 

the one he actually had, again probably not something to which he would 

have objected, but not the main message the portrait was intended to convey.  

The manufactory building did not appear in any subsequent paintings of 

Boulton but did continue to be used as a symbol of Boulton’s businesses in 

contexts where it could be clearly labelled as such, in magazines, directories 

and books with accompanying texts.   

 

 

Matthew Boulton by William Sharp after Sir William Beechey, 1801 

 

Boulton’s portrait was also painted by the fashionable painter, and favourite of 

the Royal family, Sir William Beechey, in 1798 and exhibited at the Royal 

Academy in 1799 (figure 40).765  This marked a further advance in Boulton’s 

status, that he could command a portrait by, and the friendship of, an artist of 

                                            
764 Deuchar, pp.43-4.  Whitfield also misunderstands, referring to ‘a distant view of his 
Birmingham works, Soho, fronted by the main building which was also his home.’  Whitfield, 
pp.178, 185. 
765 Graves. This portrait was exhibited as ‘Mr Boulton of Soho Staffordshire’. 
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the calibre of Beechey.766  Once again Boulton was portrayed seated, holding 

a medal in his left hand and a magnifying glass in his right.  The medal stood 

for the products of the manufactory and the mint.  The magnifying glass again 

suggested that his medallic output could withstand close scrutiny, was of high 

quality, and that Boulton was a connoisseur as well as an industrialist.767 

Behind him is an alcove with a mineral specimen under a glass dome.  Unlike 

the von Breda, there is no direct reference to the industrial building as 

opposed to its output.  Here the mineral is more overtly a specimen than in the 

von Breda portrait, suggesting Boulton the collector and intellectual.  Beechey 

also painted James Watt in 1801.  John Phillp, on a trip to London in 1802, 

saw Beechey’s exhibition room and the portrait of Watt at the Royal Academy.  

He thought it ‘the finest in the Exhibition it is nature itself, I think without 

exaggeration there never was a better.’768  Although not painted as a pair, 

these two portraits came to be viewed as such and copies were later hung in 

this way at Aston Hall, the home of James Watt junior.769 

 

Beechey’s portrait of Boulton was reproduced in full size copies after 

Boulton’s death by Beechey’s studio, in miniature by Lady Beechey and 

William Grimaldi, and engraved by William Sharp (figure 41).770  Aware of his 

                                            
766 For further discussion of this portrait see Loggie in Dick (ed.), 2009, pp.63-76.  The 
connection with Beechey, a senior member of the Royal Academy would have been 
advantageous at this time.  The Privy Council committee, considering a new issue of regal 
currency in July 1798 decided to seek advice from senior Royal Academicians who presented 
designs to the committee in March 1799.  Those designs were rejected and the Privy Council 
handed the project over to Boulton, Clay in Clay and Tungate, p.54. 
767 Mount, 2006. 
768 The location of John Phillp’s journal of this visit is no longer known but transcripts of 
sections of it by Brian Gould are in the files at Soho House.  This portrait was catalogued as 
‘Mr Watt of Soho, Staffordshire’, Graves. 
769 Sotheby’s, 2003, Lot 43. 
770 The copies produced by Beechey’s studio in 1810 were one full size for James Watt junior, 
now BMAG2003.7.44 and a smaller copy for Miss Boulton.  The total cost for both was £147.  
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growing renown, Boulton felt able to encourage the production of this print, 

which was distributed far more carefully than the Reynolds mezzotint after the 

von Breda had been.  It was used by Boulton as an affectionate gift to family 

and friends, a symbolic gift to those he wished to impress, and as a status 

symbol. The production and distribution was organised by Matthew Robinson 

Boulton as a present for his father.  This was to be a line engraving, a slow 

and expensive form to undertake, but one which was considered more 

prestigious than mezzotint.  A line engraved plate could withstand the printing 

of around two thousand copies but needed very high sales to make it 

commercially viable.771  This print of Boulton was never intended as a 

commercial venture, but as a mark of respect and a gift which could be given 

to friends and business associates.  The costs of production and distribution 

were borne by M.R. Boulton, a method of funding a print which was relatively 

common practice, particularly for portraits, in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, and was known as a ‘private plate’.772  The most sought after 

practitioner of the line engraving, William Sharp, was asked to undertake the 

commission.  He was the son of a gunmaker who began as a writing engraver 

and moved on to line engraving, producing plates for the Novelists 

Magazine.773   Sharp was conscious of the status of line engraving and proud 

of the skill required to undertake it, criticising other forms, which he argued 

could be carried out without extensive training, and refusing to undertake 
                                                                                                                             
Lady Beechey’s miniature is truncated and is NPG1595. Grimaldi produced two miniatures, 
one priced at fifteen guineas, the other at thirty.  Loggie in Dick (ed.), 2009, pp.60-1; W. 
Roberts, Sir William Beechey RA, London, 1907, p.231.   
771 Tim Clayton, ‘Figures of Fame: Reynolds and the Printed Image’ in Postle (ed.) Joshua 
Reynolds: The Creation of Celebrity, London, 2005, p.50.  Sharp suggested that this plate 
would withstand 2000 copies, see p.214 below. 
772 The customer would commission the engraver privately and pay an outright fee.  The 
image would be printed and distributed at the cost of the client. Griffiths, 2004, p.149.  
Alexander, 1986, p.27; Nenadic, 1997, p.214. 
773 Richard Sharp, ‘William Sharp’ in Oxford DNB online accessed 29 August 2008. 
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other kinds of engraving.774  Boulton was aware of Sharp as early as 1791 

when a note on the end paper of his diary gives Sharp’s name and address at 

No 8 Charles Street Middlesex Hospital.775  Beechey is likely to have been 

involved in the selection of Sharp and the fact that the print appeared as 

published by a skilled independent engraver gave it additional status.776 

 

Boulton’s friends encouraged the production of this print, Charles Dumergue 

(1739-1814), dentist to the Royal family and close friend of Boulton wrote to 

M.R. Boulton in June 1799: 

Your good Father was with me a week ago & gave me to understand 
that he believed you had desired Mr Sharp to Engrave his portrait & 
that you would make him a present of it.  My answer was simply that I 
did not know.  If you are wishing to have it done or not no matter. I 
have seen Mr Sharp & ask his terms: the size of J Hunter is from 3 to 
500 Pounds; but will Engrave your Father for 300 Guineas half to be 
paid in beginning & the other half when finished.777 
 

Boulton had purchased a copy of Sharp’s 1788 engraving of the surgeon John 

Hunter (1728-93) after Joshua Reynolds in 1790.778  This print was very well 

thought of, Gainsborough being among its admirers.779  Hunter had for some 

years been consulted about Anne Boulton’s problems with her leg and hip.780  

A few months later, family friend and banker, Charlotte Matthews wrote urging 

                                            
774 David Alexander, ‘William Sharp’ in Grove Art Online, accessed 24 July 2008; David 
Alexander, ‘ “Alone worth treble the price”: illustrations in 18th-century English magazines’, 
Myers and Harris (eds.) A Millennium of the Book, Winchester, 1994, p.123; Susan Lambert, 
The Image Multiplied: Five Centuries of printed reproductions of paintings and drawings, 
London, 1987, p.77. 
775 BAH3782/12/107/19 MB diary 1791, p.5.  
776 Alexander, 1986, p.27. 
777 Mason, pp.87-91; BAH3782/13/9/103 Charles Dumergue to MRB 17 June 1799. 
778 BAH3782/6/194/20 26 Jul 1790.  ‘A proof of Her Majesty; one each of Dr. John Hunter, Dr. 
Graham, Elliott, and Macklin; two proofs of Sir Joseph Banks and Sir William Chambers and a 
framed proof of an ‘Angelic Child’ cost £4 9s 6d in total.   
779 Ingamells, pp.175-6. 
780 Mason, 2005, pp.21-2, 34, 53. 
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Boulton junior to call on Beechey to discuss engraving the portrait.781  M.R. 

Boulton agreed terms with Sharp and made an initial payment in February 

1800, writing to ask Charlotte Matthews to advance him one hundred guineas.  

He expressed concern that ‘As artists are not in general men of business or 

accurate accomptants’ the money should be handed over in person and a 

receipt obtained immediately.782  These misgivings were perhaps due to M.R. 

Boulton’s knowledge of the financial affairs of the artist who had produced the 

last print of his father, S.W. Reynolds.783  They proved justified when Sharp 

wrote in November 1800 that he had ‘immediate occasion for money’ and 

asked for a further hundred guineas although he had not yet been able to 

show Boulton a print.  Anne Boulton had also been in touch with Sharp, ‘Miss 

Boulton has promised me a Lamp (which I am to chose from your 

Manufactory) on seeing her Father’s Head.’784  Sharp worked from Beechey’s 

portrait and his sketch after the portrait, gridded for transfer to the plate, 

survives.785  Sharp was soon able to send a framed print for Anne Boulton 

and two others for M.R. Boulton’s inspection.  He continued:  

                                           

If it meets your approbation I propose printing 100 prooves [sic]786 first, 
then examine the Plate and in a few days order 100 more, again 
examine the Plate, then another 100 in all 300 Prooves afterwards put 
what writing you may determine on, which I will get done, then Print off 
200, there finish for the present – I have secured 500 sheets of French 
paper for the purpose, the dutys laid on during the last parliament 
amount to a prohibition.  I propose this progressive mode of printing to 

 
781 BAH3782/13/13/21 Charlotte Matthews to MRB 20 Sep 1799 [catalogued incorrectly as 
1797]. 
782 BAH3782/13/13/116 MRB to Charlotte Matthews 23 Feb. 1800. 
783 See note 869 below. 
784 BAH3782/13/15/32 Wm Sharp to MRB 25 Nov 1800.  This is too late to have been an 
Argand lamp, an innovative form of oil lamp developed by Aimé Argand and produced at 
Soho in the 1780s but may have been a steady light intended for use while Sharp was 
working. 
785  Purchased from A.E. Evans (Art Dealers) in 1852, presumably having been sold as part of 
Sharp’s estate, see p.229. BM 1853,1210.492 British Museum Collection Database, 
www.britishmuseum.org/collection, British Museum, accessed 24 April 2010.   
786 Sharp is referring to proof prints, see discussion above. 
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check the carelessness of Printers, who, often like to make quick work 
to earn their money the more easy and many impressions are often 
spoil’d, render it necessary for me to have time to watch the Printing.  I 
suppose the Plate may stand 2000, but at this time there cannot be a 
demand for a fourth part, the Publick of England like to have their 
passions and imagination effected Philosophers, connoisseurs and 
others who have money don’t mind two Guineas, but these I am afraid 
are few in Number, in foreign parts they sell 10 to 1 more than England 
– in time the Print may be productive but this uncertain there is still war.  
[…] 
You will have the goodness to convey to me instructions about Printing 
& the Inscription at the bottom in the meantime.787 

 
The fact that Sharp secured 500 sheets of paper suggests that proofs and 

ordinary prints were to be on the same quality of paper. 

 

Sharp concluded this letter with a postscript, ‘The prints ought not to be sold 

for less than One Guineas, proofs two Guineas.’  He was conscious of the 

limited market for the print, proposing to print only about five hundred copies, 

although the plate was capable of far more.  He was anxious to ensure that 

the status of the print (and the art of line engraving) was not compromised by 

setting a low price.  Although he had no financial interest in its sale since it 

was a private plate, the status of the print was directly linked to Sharp’s own 

status and vice versa.  He aimed to sell to the ‘Philosophers, connoisseurs 

and others who have money’, rather than in large quantities.  Like Josiah 

Wedgwood, he set his price at what he thought the market could bear and had 

little interest in selling large quantities. 

 

Sharp wrote asking for instructions regarding printing in January 1801.  M.R. 

Boulton replied in September,788 explaining that he had been occupied with 

                                            
787 BAH3782/13/15/33 Wm Sharp to MRB 7 or 8 Jan 1801. 
788 The date of publication on the print is 1 May 1801, but such dates are not always accurate, 
pers. comm. Antony Griffiths.  Some copies had been sent to Soho in January as discussed 
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