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The Cultural Biography of Sir William Hamilton’s Vases 

 
Abstract 

 
 

This doctoral thesis examines the cultural biographies of Sir William Hamilton’s 

collections of ancient Greek vases, including the ways in which meanings and values 

were attributed to them. More specifically, this thesis compares various practices of 

recording, copying and appropriating objects from these collections, and in so doing 

discusses the various ways of interpreting them. By reproducing a specific repertoire of 

images from a variety of popular media, it aims to rediscover a late eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century way of viewing, receiving and appreciating classical art. These media 

(e.g. engraved antiquarian catalogues, paintings, drawings, sketches and selected forms 

of craftsmanship such as Wedgwood’s pottery and Sir John Soane’s cork models) 

appropriated and fabricated antique culture in the form of figured vases. In other 

words, this thesis considers the effect of various aesthetic changes and artistic choices on 

the production and distribution of images that were taken from Hamilton’s vases during 

the decades around 1800.  

 

My central argument is that the visual reproduction of Hamilton’s vases was a pervasive 

and essential constituent of the contemporary pursuit of art and literature, rather than 

an accidental aesthetic result of their physical presence alongside one another in art and 

antiquarian publications of the time. I also show that the reception of the painted vases 

that Hamilton collected when he was resident in Naples (1764–1800) was the product 

of a long and complex relationship between the antiquarian tradition and socio-cultural 

discourses over the practices of collecting and exhibiting taste before and after 1800.  
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Fig. 1.1 Hand-coloured engraved frontispiece, G. M. Cassini, in G. B. Passeri, Picturae 
Etruscorum, (1775), III, BRKU. In the company of a workman with a shovel, a collector is 
looking at the top of an ancient monument, upon which stand two red-figured vases. Another 
painted vase together with an elongated marble bust of a young boy also appear in the picture. 
The scene, which presumably depicts an imaginary Italian archaeological site, successfully 
illustrates the appeal of the newly discovered painted vases to various antiquaries and collectors 
in the third quarter of the eighteenth century. 
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Chapter 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The history of collecting is a rewarding field of enquiry for understanding the many 

different ways that objects have been seen and valued in the past by different people and 

for various reasons. Not least, these stories in all their variety can provide fresh insights 

into our own way of seeing how people make things meaningful and why they ascribe 

value to them. In examining a particular collection, it is possible to illustrate the way 

that certain objects become invested with meaning and cultural significance through the 

social networks they are caught up in. Additionally, a closer view of these processes can 

provide an understanding of the relations between the practices of artistic creation and 

the reception of classical art that has been assimilated into the body of aesthetic thought 

of a particular period in time. In compiling an anthology of those ideas out of which 

ancient art – in the form of painted vases – has been received, this thesis reunites 

various practices of recording, copying and appropriating objects from a single 

collection, long dispersed, and in so doing revives ways of interpreting them. Thus, in 

presenting the ability of images to re-construct and re-visualise material culture, my aim 

is not only to evaluate the resonance between various artistic practices and methods of 

interpreting objects from the past. It is also to rediscover, as far as possible, a late 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century way of seeing, receiving and appreciating 

ancient art. 

 
 
1. 1 
Research aims and objectives  
 
This thesis traces the particularities of the artistic reception of classical art in broader 

culture during the decades before and after 1800. It seeks to explore the cultural 

biographies which underlie ancient Greek vases, as well as the ways in which meaning 

and value are created amongst them. Thus, it reproduces a specific repertoire of images, 

drawn from a variety of popular media which appropriated and fabricated antique 
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culture (e.g. engraved catalogues, paintings, drawings and selected forms of 

craftsmanship), in order to show the extent to which antiquarianism, artistic practice, 

and contemporary aesthetic approaches towards classical antiquity were inextricably 

linked to the objects themselves. By focusing, in particular, on the vast collection of 

ancient vases that Sir William Hamilton amassed while he was the British envoy in 

Naples for more than thirty years (1764–1800), this study discusses how his figured 

vases became part of an artistic discourse, which operated between the archaeological 

remains of classical antiquity and late eighteenth-century approaches towards the 

reproduction of ancient art. Hamilton thus stands at the centre of this narrative, 

providing an excellent focal point for the exploration of various themes. In considering 

Hamilton’s attitude towards collecting, this case study also provides an extensive 

opportunity for a more critical discussion of his responses to a new collecting habit. 

These responses have been relatively neglected or overlooked in previous scholarship.  

 

However, this study is not primarily concerned with his personal and professional affairs 

while in Naples or London – an area in which exceptional work has already been 

undertaken by Knight, Jenkins and Sloan.1 Equally, it is not concerned with the 

problems and issues of the long production of Hamilton’s sumptuous publications of 

his vases, an area that has also seen excellent published work by Griener, Smallwood 

and Woodford.2 The broader scene of collecting ancient vases in the late-eighteenth 

century is likewise not a major theme of the study. Neither is this study a biographical 

account of a particular collector, of the kind written by Fothergill or Constantine.3  

 

My primary concern has rather been to consider the effect of various aesthetic changes 

and certain artistic choices on the production and distribution of images that were 

taken from Hamilton’s vases around 1800. In so doing, I will argue that the visual 

reproduction of Hamilton’s vases was a pervasive and essential constituent of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1  Knight, Hamilton a Napoli, (1990); Jenkins and Sloan (eds.), Vases and Volcanoes: Sir William Hamilton 
and His Collection, (1996), (hereafter Vases and Volcanoes). 
2  Griener, Le Antichità Etrusche … La Pubblicazione delle Ceramiche Antiche della Prima Collezione Hamilton, 
(1992); Smallwood and Woodford (eds.), Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum … Hamilton’s Second Collection of 
Vases Recovered from the Wreck of HMS Colossus, (2003). 
3  Fothergill, Sir William Hamilton Envoy Extraordinary, (1969); Constantine, Fields of Fire: A life of Sir 
William Hamilton, (2001). 
!
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contemporary pursuit of art and literature, rather than an accidental aesthetic result of 

their physical presence in books and art of the time. More specifically, I aim: 

 
•  To provide a window onto the real-life exchanges between the classical past and the 

eighteenth-century cultural scene so often obscured in literary works on the 

reception of Hamilton’s vases (e.g. the visual interpretation of his vases may have 

played a major part in enabling viewers across Europe to acquaint themselves with 

the vases’ aesthetic potential and value). 

 
•  To observe how artists and engravers elaborated and transferred objects from 

Hamilton’s vases into another context using their own techniques, imagination and 

the manners inherent in the debates about taste and the aesthetics of artistic 

interpretation around 1800. For example, painted vases gradually became a popular 

commodity for connoisseurs and collectors and featured in many contemporary 

publications and in other art media such as paintings, drawings and sketches. 

 
•  To determine whether the biographical possibilities (artefact biography) inherent in 

this new status of ancient vases and their meanings were realized, expressed and 

received by artists themselves.  

 
 
1. 2 
Keywords and themes  
 
The following section defines some of the terms commonly used in this research and 

identifies three generic themes under which the aims presented above have been 

developed. My purpose here is not to explain how these terms will be used (this will be 

discussed in section 1.4). I rather aim to briefly review their contextual meaning and 

why they have been selected. 

 

Aesthetics and Culture 

In defining what people sought in classical art, particularly in Greek vases, during the 

decades before and after 1800, the obvious aesthetic appeal of the vases, to collectors, 

artists, writers, scholars and connoisseurs must be considered. I define aesthetics here as 
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the qualitative perception, interpretation and evaluation of the tangible and intangible 

properties of material culture, although this varies according to context and time.4 Thus, 

the use of the term aesthetics here is not simply concerned with the appreciation of 

beauty through the senses as a key component of art and aesthetic experience, which 

defined the work of early–modern aesthetics.5 Rather than look for intrinsic properties 

of objects, including aesthetic or formal properties, attention has turned to extrinsic or 

relational properties, notably of a social, historical or ‘institutional’ nature. The 

exploration of such relational properties is nowhere better exemplified than in the work 

of Danto, Dickie and Levinson, even though their approaches are significant different.6 

My approach to the term also includes questions of visual appearance and effect. For 

example, the analysis of the visual characteristics of artefacts themselves can be object-

centered (either in a material or aesthetic dimension) or object-driven (i.e. as evidence of 

the relationship between objects and the society that exploits, fabricates and reproduces 

them).  

 

By the term culture,7 I refer here not only to its broadest sense (e.g. the way people lived) 

but also to its more specialist sense. This includes the ideas, passions and beliefs that 

occupied people’s social and private lives and which were closely connected with 

collecting, interpreting and displaying art. To an extent, this also focuses on culture as 

an entity made up of networks of cultural production, distribution and reproduction as 

explained in the work of Charles Kadushin.8 Therefore, it is the general process of 

intellectual and aesthetic development associated with an elite ideal and activities such 

as artistic practice and collecting that concerns me.9 In short, I recognize those 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4  Although the term derives from the Greek word ! "#$%&'(!)  [aisthanomai, meaning ‘I perceive, feel, 
sense’], it was first used in a Latin form as the title of Baumgarten’s work Aesthetica. 
5  See, for instance, Baumgarten, Aesthetica, (1750–1758); Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, [German: Kritik 
der reinen Vernunft], 1781; on Shaftesbury, see Ayres (ed.), Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, 
Times (1999). 
6  Danto, The Transfiguration of the Common-place, (1981); Dickie, Art and the Aesthetic: An Institutional 
Analysis, (1974); Levinson, Music, Art and Metaphysics: Essays in Philosophical Aesthetics, (1990). 
7  Although from the 1840s in Germany, Kultur was being used in very much the sense in which 
civilization had been used in eighteenth-century universal histories, the modern development of the word 
is rather complex; see Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, (1983). 
8  Kadushin, ‘Networks and Circles in the Production of Culture’, in Peterson (ed.), The Production of 
Culture, (1976), 769–784. 
9  This was also central to the ideas of culture during the eighteenth century. The term connoted a process 
of cultivation or improvement. The definition of Enlightenment was also similar to the concept of Bildung. 
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characteristics that describe the works and practices of intellectual and artistic activity, 

and with particular reference either to material artefacts as the material dimension of 

culture or to signifying practices and symbolic systems through which meanings are 

produced. 

 
Reception 

A first step towards a reconsideration of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

responses to Greek vases involves some reflection on the contemporary character of the 

artefacts themselves as well as on the meanings that human attributions and motivations 

have endowed them with (e.g. the status and value ascribed to them when they were 

displayed in antiquarian publications and popular media like paintings and drawings). 

No aesthetic or social analysis of the artefacts and visual culture of ancient art, however, 

can deny a minimum level of use and reception by individuals and society as a whole. 

Therefore, it is necessary to examine the context in which ancient material culture is 

consumed, received and appropriated. Nonetheless, it is not just the certain ways by 

which society understood the past or the various reasons for which art was made out of 

art, which serve here as characteristic examples of the contemporary dialogue between 

individuals and antiquity as shown in the work of Rosemary Sweet and Leonard 

Barkan.10 It is not concerned with analyzing the socio-historical determinants behind the 

radically different propensity of various social classes to acquaint themselves with art, as 

in the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel.11 Nor is it concerned with classical art 

as experienced over time in an institutional context, as in a more recent work by Donna 

Kurtz12. Reception (e.g. the manner in which people regarded, accepted and rejected art) 

is rather defined here as the phenomenon that is concerned not only with individual 

objects and their relationship with one another, but also with the broader cultural 

processes which shape and make up these relationships. 

 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
German scholars such as Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), for instance, argued that human 
creativity is of equal importance to human rationality. 
10  Sweet, Antiquaries: the Discovery of the Past in Eighteenth-Century Britain, (2004), xix; Barkan, Unearthing 
the Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture, (1999), xxxii. 
11  Bourdieu and Darbel, The Love of Art: European Art Museums and their Public, (1991). 
12  Kurtz, (ed.), The Reception of Classical Art in Britain: An Oxford Story of Plaster Casts from the Antique, 
(2000); and (ed.) Reception of Classical Art: An Introduction, (2004).!
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Artistic practice 

What has been absent in the study of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

culture so far is an awareness of the relationships between artists and ancient Greek 

vases and the material and aesthetic dimensions of these relations in artistic practice. 

Understanding how classical antiquity was appropriated and received entails 

understanding the origin, nature and functioning of continuous development in artistic 

practice and how this was then circulated through social agency and culture. Moreover, 

it is likely to be impossible to grasp the significance of the artefacts themselves without 

reflecting on the people responsible for their interpretation. This may also tell us about 

the character of artistic practice and artists’ identity and highlight the gradual shift in 

taste and aesthetics (e.g. the extent to which the understanding and reception of 

Hamilton’s collection was influenced by the ways artists received, worked with, and 

transmitted ideas and images in various forms and cultural contexts). It follows from 

this that a theory of classical reception through artistic practice must explain: a) the 

mechanisms that served to influence the role of material culture in artists’ life; b) the 

nature and status of objects as a medium for understanding the mutual influences 

between art and the artist; c) the body of reason and thought justifying such artistic 

initiatives; and d) artists’ preference for vases over statues and hence their desire to 

draw, fabricate and pictorially appropriate them. 

 
 
1. 3 
Forms and parameters of this thesis 
 
1. 3. 1 
Why choose the Hamilton Collection? 
 
Although the analysis of iconography, style and the appearance of certain objects in the 

art scene of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century eventually took quite 

different disciplinary directions (see section 1.3.3), the study of the reception of the 

collections of individuals such as Hamilton assume additional significance. The range of 

Hamilton’s collecting interests, the wealth of the material available, and their 

significance in understanding both the phenomenon of collecting and the role that his 

Greek vases played in the biography and reception of art are not, however, the only 
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reasons I have chosen this particular collection. In addition, by offering an appropriate 

starting point for a deeper consideration of the uses and abuses of classical art, 

Hamilton and his vases serve as a useful case study for developing an understanding of 

the nature and role of the antiquity around 1800. Additionally, the artistic practice of 

that time provides a sound basis for the visual documentation of these particular 

objects, both in terms of the pictorial appropriation of their painted scenes and their 

material qualities over a period of fifty years.  

 

 

!!!!
Fig. 1.2 Captain William Hamilton, J. 
Reynolds, 1757–1772, oil on canvas 
(76.8 x 63.8 cm),!
Toledo Museum of Art (Ohio)13 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
1. 3. 2 
Hamilton’s biography 
 
Early years 

The son of Lord Archibald Hamilton and Lady Jane Hamilton, William Hamilton (Fig. 

2) was born at Park Place, near Henley on 13 December 1730. Although there is little to 

note about his father, Hamilton’s mother’s appointment as Mistress of the Robes in the 

royal household of Frederick, Prince of Wales ensured that her son ‘was brought up as 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13  I am thankful to the Toledo Museum of Art (Ohio) for kindly providing me with a b/w image of this 
portrait.!
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another foster brother to the future George III.14 At the conclusion of his studies at 

Westminster School, Hamilton was commissioned ensign in the 3rd regiment of Foot 

Guards (1747) and in 1753 he was promoted to lieutenant. Becoming aware of his 

aptitude for civilian rather than military life, Hamilton left the army in 1758 and 

married Catherine Barlow (1738–1782), the daughter of John Barlow, MP and 

landowner. His marriage, which was successful by the standards of the English middle 

classes, was to provide him with an estimated annual income of ten thousand pounds.15 

Catherine was an educated, attractive but frail young woman who, on her mother’s 

death (1770), inherited rental properties in Pembrokeshire. Raised in Frederick’s courtly 

milieu, Hamilton was surrounded by many collections of paintings and also subject to 

the examples of his father, and uncle, Charles Hamilton, both of whom were collectors 

of sculpture and old masters. He gradually became part of the circle of connoisseurs and 

collectors centred around Horace Walpole (1717–1797), the future diplomat and 

collector Lord Stormont (1727–1796) and Frederick Hervey (1730–1803), the eccentric 

future Earl-Bishop. It was these acquaintances that heavily influenced Hamilton’s life at 

a point when he was about to change career.  

 
Professional and personal l i fe in Naples 

The assumption of power by Charles Bourbon (III of Spain) in 1734, after a 250-year 

period of governance by the Spanish and Austrian viceroys, established an independent 

Kingdom with Naples as its capital extending from Sicily up through Southern Italy and 

beyond to the borders with the Roman States.16 As Sloan remarks, Charles III ‘was 

concerned most of all with creating a new royal capital and with promoting the 

impression in Europe of an enlightened monarchy.’17 The great building programmes of 

the court and nobility were part of a concerted attempt to give Naples a cultural status 

appropriate to a big city (Naples’ 350,000 inhabitants made it the third largest city in 

Europe, after London and Paris18). After Sir James Gray (c. 1708–1773) left Naples in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14  Knight, ‘William Hamilton and the “Art of Going Through Life”’, Vases and Volcanoes, 14. 
15  Fothergill, Envoy Extraordinary, (1969), 31. 
16  On the history of the Bourbon Court see Acton, The Bourbons of Naples 1734–1825, (1957). 
17  Sloan, “Observations on the Kingdom of Naples”: William Hamilton’s Diplomatic Career’, Vases and 
Volcanoes, 30. 
18  Knight, ‘William Hamilton and the “Art of Going Through Life”’, 11. 
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April 1763, Hamilton applied for the post of envoy-extraordinary19 to the Spanish court 

at Naples with immediate success. Hamilton had won a seat in the British parliament 

already, but given the state of Catherine’s fragile health, he had no hesitation in leaving 

England for a warmer climate which could benefit her health.  

 

Hamilton’s diplomatic duties consisted mainly of monitoring Jacobin activities, 

collecting information about the present state of defense of Naples, maintaining a 

correspondence with other British diplomats throughout Europe as well as reporting on 

the shifts of policy between Spain and Naples which could affect Britain’s interests. In 

the meantime, Hamilton and the young King Ferdinand IV had become friends and 

began spending long hours together on hunting expeditions. Hamilton also came to 

enjoy a close friendship with Queen Maria Carolina, the sister of Marie Antoinette of 

France. Life in Naples was more than satisfactory. The Hamiltons had residences to the 

North and South of the city – a small villa (casino) on the beach of Posillipo (later called 

the Villa Emma after Hamilton’s second wife) and another at Portici, close to Vesuvius 

(the Villa Angelica) – but their main residence was the Palazzo Sessa, in the most elegant 

quarter of the capital.20 A letter to his nephew Charles Greville is quite characteristic of 

Hamilton’s leisurely Neapolitan life: ‘we dine’, he says, ‘at our casino … every day; where 

it is cool as in England. Spring and autumn we inhabit our sweet house in Portici … and 

in the winter I follow the King to Caserta … after wild boars.’21   

 

After Catherine died (August 1782), Hamilton decided to take leave from his duties and 

tour the regions of Calabria and Messina. He even wrote an account for the Royal 

Society of the after-effects of the cataclysmic earthquakes there. Soon after he visited 

London in August 1783 to see to his wife’s internment and to organize her estates in 

Wales, he met a young woman, then known as Emma Hart (1765–1815), to whom he 

offered protection and accommodation in Naples. Emma was then the mistress of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19  The major British ambassadorial appointments were Paris, Vienna, St Petersburg, Madrid and 
Constantinople. Venice, Leghorn (Livorno) and Parma had consuls while Florence and Naples had 
envoys because of their courts’ connections with the greater powers of Austria and Spain. Rome had no 
such representative because of the Pope’s recognition of the Stuart claims to the British throne.   
20  Knight, ‘I Luoghi di Delizie di William Hamilton’, Napoli Nobilissima, 20, (1981), ff. 5–6, 185. 
21  Morrison, Catalogue of the Collection of Autograph Letters and Historical Documents, (1893–1894), no. 92, 
letter from Hamilton to Greville (27 June 1780, Naples), 60; and no. 101 (13 march 1781, Caserta), 68. 
See also Knight, ‘William Hamilton and the “Art of Going Through Life”’, 15–16. 
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Hamilton’s nephew but with Greville’s strong encouragement, Hamilton soon found 

himself captivated by her alluring beauty and her singing and theatrical attitudes, a 

welcome divertissement for his numerous guests; a ‘Gegenstand’ (object), as Goethe 

describes, to which Hamilton’s life was fully devoted.22 They were finally married in 

1791. 

 

The bloody events in Paris, especially after the execution of the king and queen of 

France and the ensuing war between Britain and France, along with Horatio Nelson’s 

(1758–1805) affair with Emma, made Hamilton’s final years in Naples the most 

turbulent and controversial of his long career. He also found himself getting deeper into 

personal debt and being thrust into war’s increasingly delicate diplomatic negotiations. 

Given the brutal aftermath of the revolution, Hamilton’s ill-health, his diplomatic 

impotence and presumably the scandal provoked by Emma’s liaison with Nelson, the 

British government decided to recall him (1800), although ‘it was said officially that he 

was retiring at his own request’.23 Hamilton took his official leave on 22 April 1800. 

Hamilton, Nelson and Emma, by now heavily pregnant with the latter’s child, reached 

London in early November of the same year. In London, Hamilton found himself 

mocked as a cuckold in newspapers and caricatures. Old and ill, he was only content 

with visiting the British Museum and the meetings of the Royal Society. After desperate 

attempts to secure his pension, Hamilton died in London, at no. 23 Piccadilly, on 6 

April 1803, with Emma and Nelson at his side. 

 
Collecting in Naples 

When he took up his official duties in 1764, Hamilton found a city of contrasts, where 

wealth and culture reigned with poverty and corruption. Although it is not entirely true 

to suggest that Hamilton’s diplomatic duties were light and that this enabled him to 

devote his time to collecting, Naples offered him the chance to indulge his passions, 

mainly as a connoisseur and as a man of taste and less as a diplomat. Although he 

parted with most of his paintings before he left England, his arrival in Naples 

encouraged him to collect on a grand scale. During his presence there, Hamilton 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22  Goethe, Italian Journey, (16 March 1787); see also a letter from Horace Walpole to Mary Berry, 11 
September 1791, in which Walpole commented that Hamilton ‘has actually married his gallery of statues’, 
Lewis, (ed.), [et. al.], The Yale Edition of Horace Walpole’s Correspondence, (1937–1983), XI, 349.  
23  Ingamells, A Dictionary of British and Irish Travellers in Italy, 1701–1800, (1997), 459. 
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managed to acquire a large quantity of paintings, including works by Titian, Rubens, 

Canaletto, Reynolds, Holbein, Velázquez and Van Dyck.24 He also collected hundreds 

of pieces of ancient glass, bronzes, terracotta, coins, cameos, intaglios, gems, statuary, 

jewellery, and erotic curiosa. It was Hamilton’s collection of Greek vases, however, that 

attracted a great deal of interest, and his fame as a connoisseur rests more on those than 

on his interest in other objects of ‘virtu’. Above all, the acquisitions which gave him 

such fame were the two vast collections of ancient vases he amassed between the mid-

1760s and late-1780s. 

 

In Naples Hamilton found a city that was already the epicentre of archaeological 

investigation, a favoured destination on a gentleman’s cultural and intellectual agenda, 

and a ‘prime rendez-vous for all amateurs of antiquities’.25 There is no doubt that his 

appointment as envoy put him in an environment in which collecting antiquities was a 

much greater temptation, despite the busy life his job entailed. However, it seems that 

his first impressions of Italy had been mixed; he confessed to Horace Mann (c. 1706–

1786), the British ambassador to Florence, that ‘the more I see of this country the more 

I like it and the more I see of the people the less I like them’.26 Even with a relatively 

small income, Hamilton’s collecting activities were more extensive that we might have 

expected;27 he succeeded in acquiring the finest pieces of pottery that were available and 

accessible in the South of Italy and the Neapolitan surroundings. While the services of 

Italian middlemen presumably did not come cheap, he acquired many vases from 

collections built up by others before him.28 He knew, however, that the lack of resources 

and his large out-of-pocket expenses could have stopped him acquiring from others the 

best pieces available. He therefore conducted his own excavations at Capua, Nola, and 

Trebbia. His debts, however, and the pressing need for income made Hamilton realize 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24  On Hamilton’s collection of paintings, see Sloan, ‘“Picture-Mad in Virtue-Land”: Sir William 
Hamilton’s Collections of Paintings’, Vases and Volcanoes; and ‘Sir William Hamilton’s Insuperable Taste 
for Painting’, JHC, (1997), 75–92. 
25  Schnapp, ‘Introduction: Neapolitan Effervescence’, JHC, (2007), 161. 
26  Ingamells, Dictionary of British and Irish Travellers in Italy, 1701–1800, (1997), 453–454. 
27  Hamilton’s pay on appointment was that of £5 a day and £8 after his promotion to Plenipotentiary; 
Constantine, Fields of Fire, (2001), 30. 
28  On vase collections prior to Hamilton, see Lyons, ‘The Museo Mastrilli and the Cultures of Collecting 
in Naples, 1700–1755’, JHC, (1992); and ‘The Neapolitan Context of Hamilton’s Antiquities Collection’, 
JHC, (1997). See also Masci, ‘The Birth of Ancient Vase Collecting in Naples in the Early Eighteenth 
Century’, JHC, (2007). 
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that he could not simply engage in art collecting as a passion, but that it would also have 

to be an investment.  

 
Publishing and dealing with vases 

By the last quarter of the eighteenth century ancient art had become expensive and only 

a few could afford to buy, while impassioned antiquaries were the most energetic 

guardians of the local archaeological landscape. James Clark (c. 1745–1800), a Scottish 

painter and antiquary,29 wrote to a traveler named Thomas Chinnal Porter (c. 1759–

1839) with excitement:  

I have dealt pretty considerably in Etruscan [i.e. vases] … acknowledged by 
antiquarians to be the most ancient monuments of the Fine Arts that now 
exist. The subjects represented upon some of them exhibit certain religious 
Rites of the ancient Greek … Mythology, and more particularly of the 
Eleusinian Mysteries, which neither the Paintings of Herculaneum nor even 
Antique Sculpture have hitherto handed down to us.30   

 
The economics of publishing had gradually facilitated the development of illustrated 

books whose images were devised to offer reliable information to a reasonably wide 

readership. Meanwhile, the richness of newly-excavated material from the ancient 

Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum gave Naples a remarkable role in the 

classical revival that swept through Europe in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

A set of eight volumes on Le Antichitá di Ercolano (1757–1792), for instance, published 

by the Royal Herculaneum Academy, was, in the words of Sir Harold Acton, “to 

influence taste from St. Petersburg to Edinburgh for the next half century”.31  

 

The quality and influence of such publications, the calibre of Winckelmann’s studies 

and the completeness of Hamilton’s collection certainly must also have been of great 

impact on his decision to make his vases available to a wider public. Why else should he 

have begun publishing a catalogue of his vases as soon as he set foot in Naples? 

Hamilton was not particularly interested in either the (art) historical value of the objects 

themselves – as they could contribute to the knowledge of the past – or in a collection 

of antiquities that could help interpret the different periods and various styles of Greek 
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29  Clark was charged with overseeing the evacuation of Hamilton’s collections from Naples in 1798. 
30  Ingamells, A Dictionary, 208–209. 
31  Chaney and Ritchie (eds.), Oxford, China and Italy: Writings in Honour of Sir Harold Acton, (1984), 165. 
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art. Instead, he was mostly captured by a radical and revolutionary – for an antiquities’ 

collector – idea of expanding the creative spirit and skillful capabilities of the artists of 

his days; that is to use ancient art in order to raise British, indeed European, 

consciousness in what we now called the decorative arts as well as to provide the vehicle 

for the proliferation of classical taste. 

 

 
Fig. 1.3 Engraved title page in English and French, 1766, d’Hancarville, AEGR, I, GRI 

!
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Hamilton’s lavishly illustrated catalogue with hand-coloured engraved plates (Fig. 1.3) 

was published in Naples under the title Antiquités Ètrusques, Grecques, et Romaines Tirées 

du Cabinet de M. Hamilton (Collection of Etruscan, Greek, and Roman Antiquities from 

the Cabinet of the Honble. Wm. Hamilton) in four folio-volumes (hereafter AEGR), 

with texts by Pierre François Hugues, (baron d’Hancarville). The process took several 

years and, although dated 1766–1767, few copies actually reached the hands of the 

subscribers before the early 1770s. Hamilton certainly achieved his educational aim with 

this costly project, as it influenced European design in furnishings, porcelain, wall 

coverings, and interior decoration. Within a year of the publication of the first volume, 

the pottery master Josiah Wedgwood began his production based on vases in Hamilton’s 

publication. The following comments were written in Piranesi’s Diverse Maniere 
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d'adornare i Cammini ed ogni altra Parte degli Edifizi of 1769, at a time when he probably 

had seen only Volume I of Hamilton’s books: 

Whoever shall consider the great number of beauties observed in them 
[vases] by Caylus, and the still greater number which he has omitted, and 
which may be seen in the collection lately Published at Naples, a noble and 
magnificent collection made by M. Hamilton … with the excellence of taste 
which characterizes this Maecenas and protector of the fine arts, of which he 
has a perfect intelligence.32 

 
In February 1772 Hamilton sold his collection to the British Museum. The opinion of 

the Parliament Committee was that ‘a sum not exceeding £8,410 to be granted to his 

Majesty’ to enable the purchase ‘for the use of the public, … of the collection of 

Etruscan, Grecian, and Roman antiquities … brought from Italy by Sir William 

Hamilton’.33 In same year Hamilton was elected a honorary member of the Accademia 

Clementina in Bologna and the following year he was made a Knight of the Bath and 

elected a fellow of the Society of Antiquaries. In the meantime, while a lively interest in 

works of artistic theory secured the quick diffusion of the classical past throughout 

Europe,34 the large-scale systematic investigation and precise documentation of ancient 

pottery was enthusiastically received by a large number of connoisseurs and learned 

gentlemen all over the continent. Hamilton did not resume collecting until 1789 and 

within two years he was engaged in another publishing project. Far less expensive than 

the AEGR, his Collection of Engravings from Ancient Vases mostly of Pure Greek Workmanship 

Discovered in Sepulchres in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies (hereafter CEAV) was edited by 

Johann Heinrich Wilhelm Tischbein (1751–1829), the German painter and director of 

the Neapolitan Academy of Fine Arts. Although dated 1791–1795, the four volumes of 

the catalogue were not published until much later in late 1790s and early 1800s.    
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32   Ramage, ‘The Initial Letters in Sir William Hamilton’s Collection of Antiquities’, Burlington Magazine, 
(1987), 453. 
33  CE 4, Original Papers, 1743–1946, Acts and Votes of Parliament Relating to the British Museum, 1753–
1824, (20 March 1772), 78 
34  By the third quarter of the eighteenth century, Daniel Webb’s Inquiry into the Beauties of Painting (1760) 
had been translated into French (1765), German (1766) and Italian (1791); similarly Meng’s Gedanken 
über die Schönheit (1774) was published in Italian/Spanish (1780), French (1781) and English (1792) and 
Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (1764) was published in French (1766) and Italian (1779 
&  1783–1784). 
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Although Tischbein’s work won great acclaim throughout Europe,35 Hamilton’s 

attempts to sell his second collection to English and foreign collectors – he would have 

expected almost twice the amount he had spent (approximately £7,000)36 – were 

unsuccessful. Consequently, just before the French invasion of northern Italy in 

February 1798, he was forced to send the best pieces of his collection back to England. 

Unfortunately, the HMS Colossus with Hamilton’s vases packed in twenty-four cases 

was grounded and broke up off the Scilly Isles while trying to escape a storm three days 

after it left Naples (10 December 1798).37 However, as it turned out, by a fortunate 

mistake the best items of his collection had not been loaded on board, but formed part 

of sixteen other cases that were later shipped to England. Hamilton finally sold his 

collection in 1801 at Christie’s (27–28 March, 17–18 April) – the vases being all bought 

by the British interior designer and rising collector Thomas Hope (1769–1831) for the 

sum of £4,000.38  

 

Volcanoes and other projects 

Hamilton was a very busy man and collecting vases was not his only occupation when he 

was not engaged in politics and leisure activities. Together with his friend Richard Payne 

Knight he was involved in the search for a surviving cult of Priapus in the Isernia 

province (then in Abruzzo), north of Naples. This interest resulted in Knight’s 

controversial Account of the Remains of the Worship of Priapus, privately published by the 

Dilettanti Society in 1786.39 While stationed at Naples, Hamilton also developed a great 

interest in volcanoes which resulted in a published (1776) account of his observations 

on the Volcanoes of the Two Sicilies, (Campi Phlegraei). Pietro Fabris (1756–1779), an 

Italian painter and engraver was responsible for 58 hand-coloured gouache paintings. A 

second volume followed in 1779, including a long description of the eruption of that 
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35  See, for instance, Landsberger, Wilhelm Tischbein, (1908), 129. 
36  Alten, Aus Tischbein’s Leben und Briefwechsel, (1972), 54, letter to Duchess Amalia (19 March 1791); See 
also Hamilton’s letters to Greville; Morrison, Autograph Letters, no. 182, (6 June 1790, Naples) and no. 
185 (21 September 1790). 
37  On the rediscovery, see Morris, HMS Colossus: The Story of the Salvage of Hamilton Treasures, (1979); see 
also Smallwood and Woodford (eds.), Corpus Vasorum, 16–22. 
38  Tillyard, The Hope Vases: A Catalogue and a Discussion of the Hope Collection of Greek vases, (1923), 1. 
39  The cult of Priapus was an ancient festival in reverence of St Cosmo’s ‘big toe’, a local euphemism for 
phallus. Assuming the cult had ancient origins, Hamilton searched for evidence of an ancient temple 
although without success. The account of this quest, however, was passed on to the Royal Society and was 
subsequently published with Hamilton’s explanation.!
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year. Moreover, after he was elected a fellow of the Royal Society in 1766, Hamilton 

made careful observations of active volcanoes accompanied by drawings and submitted 

them to the Society, which were later published in the Philosophical Transactions between 

1767 and 1795.  

 
Assessment 

Hamilton lived for thirty-six years in a city in which his activities as a collector and 

patron of the arts rather than as a diplomat attracted European notice. All his life, he 

had striven to collect, although he was not always able to determine the fate of his 

collections. He was defined in the end by his own weakness and refusal to foresee his 

looming economic and ethical disasters. However, the usefulness of material culture as a 

means of transmitting knowledge of the past and the reconstruction of its intellectual 

significance in the cultural sphere of the late eighteenth century did not go unnoticed 

by Hamilton. In his volumes, for instance, culture is reconstructed by an aesthetic, 

historical and visual judgment on the material remains of the past. They are also a prime 

indicator of a collector’s desire to spend an even larger sum of money on having his 

objects engraved rather than on further acquisitions. Sir Nathaniel Wraxall’s words 

summarize Hamilton’s personality to a great extent:  

Constituted in himself the greatest source of entertainment, no less than of 
instruction, which that capital then afforded to strangers … he had 
nevertheless such an air of intelligence … Endowed with a superior 
understanding, a philosophic mind, and a strong inclination to the study of 
many branches of science, or of polite letters … he cultivated with 
distinguished success; he was … keen … in exploring the antiquities of 
Pompeii and Stabia, with as much enthusiasm as Pausanias did those of 
ancient Greece … With these qualifications, it cannot but excite wonder that 
he formed the delight and ornament of the Court of Naples.40  

 

As we will further see, in a century where ‘culture became, to an unprecedented degree, 

a commodity’,41 Hamilton’s art collecting and publishing activities contributed to a 

commercialized and artistic re-interpretation of ancient art, to the refinement of culture 

in the public sphere, and to the creation of a visual culture that expressed the collector’s 
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40  Quoted in Acton, The Bourbons of Naples, 163. 
41  Brewer, ‘The Most Polite Age and the Most Vicious: Attitudes towards Culture as a Commodity, 1660–
1800’, in Bermingham and Brewer (eds.), The Consumption of Culture 1600–1800: Image, Object, Text, 
(1995), 345. 
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status and intellectual power in society at large. However, despite his desire for things 

prized for their rarity and aesthetic value, along with his wide-ranging but not profound 

curiosity, Hamilton’s close acquaintance with ancient vases never lasted for long. The 

two grand disposals of his collections rather indicate that his life had never been 

completely dedicated to objects. The apparent distance and impersonal relationship 

between him and his vases rather indicate that he was attached to them more as a self-

promotional marketing strategy for achieving social status among his fellow collectors 

and co-patriots and less as a result of his desire to live among them.  

 
1. 3. 3 
Socio-cultural context (c. mid eighteenth–early nineteenth century)  
 
While the impetus behind Hamilton’s affair with antiquity had much to do with general 

tendencies in Enlightenment thinking, it also related to developments within 

antiquarian studies and the art world. Hamilton lived in a period throughout which 

‘dilettante and its cognate amateur’ defined a cultural ideal42 and where the study of 

classical Roman antiquity was being revolutionized.43 It was also then that the 

remarkable archaeological discoveries made around the Bay of Naples, of which the 

discovery of the Roman ruins at Herculaneum and Pompeii was the most striking 

instance, provided an almost limitless supply of various examples in all media for 

comparative study. The newly established learned clubs and societies (e.g. the Dilettanti 

Society), their urban sociability, their enlightened patronage and refined 

connoisseurship, their travels to the Mediterranean, their sponsored expeditions and 

antiquarian publications and the great influx of wealthy visitors to Italy as part of the 

Grand Tour education:44 all elucidate a lively context of scholarly debate, antiquarian 
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42  Redford, Dilettanti: The Antic and the Antique in Eighteenth-Century England, (2008), 1.  
43  The reorganization of the Capitoline Museum in Rome under the patronage of Pope Clement XII 
(1734), to which its holdings the great collection of Cardinal Albani was added; the decontextualization of 
the Farnese collection and its transfer from Parma to Naples; and the avidity with which the royalty and 
aristocracy of Europe collected classical antiquities and sculpture are very characteristic examples of such 
gradual but rather influential developments.!!
44  Beginning in the late sixteenth century, the Grand Tour became fashionable for young aristocrats to 
visit, Venice, Florence, Paris and above all Rome, as the culmination of their classical education. It was a 
practice which introduced Northern Europeans, and also Americans to the art and culture of France and 
Italy until the late eighteenth century. Grand Tourists were typically young men with a thorough 
grounding in Greek and Latin literature as well as some financial comfort, leisure time, and some interest 
in art. The most comprehensive general survey of the Grand Tour is offered by Hornsby (ed.), The Impact 
of Italy: the Grand Tour and Beyond (2000); Black, The British and the Grand Tour, (1985); see also Chard, 
Pleasure and Guilt on the Grand Tour: Travel Writing and Imaginative Geography, 1600-1830, (1999); 
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scholarship and amateur cabinets in Italy, France and Northern Europe. For less 

wealthy visitors, however, as Potts characteristically remarks, Italy, and Rome in 

particular, became ‘a place for pilgrimage for those seeking an aesthetic education, an 

act of veneration’ that Winckelmann’s writings on the art of antiquity clearly 

encouraged.45 Thus, Winckelmann’s (1717–1768) Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums, 

published in Dresden in 1764, was to inform and lead European methodology in the 

study of classical – and more particularly – Greek antiquity until well into the 

nineteenth century.46 These developments resulted in the formation of impressive 

collections of antiquities, especially marbles, which in turn graced the homes and 

libraries of wealthy amateurs and various aristocrats, partly inspiring contemporary 

design,47 and artistic practice and partly forming the basis for the study of ancient 

Greece and Rome through original sources. Moreover, Grand British collectors such as 

Sir Hans Sloane (1660–1753) were the epitome of the rising middle classes of the mid-

eighteenth century and perfectly reflected, as David Wilson remarks, ‘the spirit of the 

Enlightenment rather than the dying fall of the Renaissance’,48 to which they were 

sometimes ascribed. Thus, classical antiquities, much collected by gentlemen on the 

Grand Tour, as well as Egyptian material (mostly marbles) and material described as 

Etruscan formed the greatest source material for the formation of many of the great 

public museums and galleries of that time.49 

 

The fascination with ancient monuments helped to bring together what had mostly 

been two distinct areas of concern: the antiquarian and the artistic. The new wave of 

enthusiasm fostered a more fruitful discussion and exchange of ideas than before 

between antiquarians, who either were mostly interested in the cultural or religious 

practices of the ancient world or who could decode and recognize artistic styles in 
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most recently, see Babel and Paravacini (eds.), Grand Tour: Adeliges Reisen und Europaische Kultur vom 14. bis 
18. Jahrhubdert, (2005). See also Wilton, A. and Bignamini, I. (eds.), Grand Tour: The Lure of Italy in the 
Eighteenth Century, (exh. cat.), (1997), esp. 242–270. 
45  Mallgrave, F. and Potts, A. (eds.), Johann Joachim Winckelmann: History of the Art of Antiquity, (2006), 23. 
46  On Winckelmann, see Justi (ed.), Winckelmann und seine Zeitgenossen, (1956); more recently, see Potts, 
Flesh and the Ideal: Winckelmann and the Origins of Art History (1994).!
47  On the subject, see, for example, the forthcoming essay ‘“The most ancient Monuments of the Fine 
Arts”: Collecting and displaying Greek vases in early Nineteenth-century English interiors’, in Coltman, 
V. (ed.), Making Sense of Greek Art: Ancient Visual Culture and its Receptions, (late 2012). 
48  Wilson, The British Museum: A History, (2002), 13. 
49  Wilson, The British Museum: A History, (2002), 39. 
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antique artefacts. Despite of a much greater interest in collecting sculpture, the marble-

mania50 was not to last forever. The study of Greek painted vases gradually became a 

pursuit that occupied scholars and antiquaries after the mid-eighteenth century. 

However, vases were not yet objects considered aesthetically pleasing, as Robert M. 

Cook remarks,51 and were appreciated in much the same way ‘as specimens in the 

cabinet of curiosities or as part of an interior decoration’.52 Moreover, when Hamilton 

arrived in Italy in the mid 1760s, vases were not high on the list of desirable acquisitions 

for northern European collectors. Only during the last decades of the century was there 

a period that also witnessed – although less intensely than with sculpture – a large 

number of scholarly publications of figured vases, the emergence of a vigorous market in 

black- and red-figured pottery – of which Hamilton himself was a major participant – as 

well as some early attempts to systematize or explain their figural representations (e.g. 

Felice Maria Mastrilli’s catalogue of his vase collection, Spiega di Vasi Antichi, c. 1755). 

Interestingly, during the eighteenth century all known vases had been found in Italy and 

there had not been opportunities for systematic excavations in Greece. As a result, these 

objects were assumed to have been made in the place of their discovery. It was when 

Hamilton, Winckelmann, and other Neapolitan intellectuals questioned the Etruscan 

origin of the figured vases found in southern Italy and Sicily that, therefore, they were 

certain that the true place of their production would eventually be recognized as lying in 

mainland Greece.53  

 

Hamilton was a man of the Enlightenment culture and his collections reflect the spirit 

of this culture, which was largely influenced by classical collecting and the aesthetics of 

its imagery. Placing an emphasis on the socio-cultural contexts that underline the 

reception of his vases, as well on the discourses that surrounded classical collecting 

during the decades around 1800, is necessary to understand the extent to which these 
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50  The term is taken by a recently published catalogue on an exhibition at Sir John Soane’s Museum (10 
October–22 December 2001) by Guilding, Marble Mania: Sculpture Galleries in England 1640–1840, (2006). 
The exhibition explored the mania for collecting antique sculpture during the two hundred years when it 
was very popular in England – a tradition that Soane himself was very much part of. 
51  See Cook, Greek Painted Pottery, (1966), 288–330. 
52  Lyons, ‘The Museo Mastrilli and the Cultures of Collecting in Naples, 1700–1755’, JHC, (1992), 1. 
53  For a brief survey of the perceptions of Greek vases current in the eighteenth century, see Burn, ‘Sir 
William Hamilton and the Greekness of Greek Vases’, JHC, (1997), 241–252. 
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contexts called into question both received ideas and attitudes towards ancient art, and 

the context within which they had developed.  

 

1. 3. 4 
Literature review 
 
With the exception of Lord Elgin (1766–1841), Charles Townley (1737–1805), Sir John 

Soane (1753–1837) and Richard Payne Knight (1751–1824), it is probable that more 

scholarly and biographical accounts have been devoted to Hamilton’s activities than to 

any other individual collector of his generation. This section’s main concern is to 

undertake a critical analysis of selected material that is related – directly or indirectly – 

to Hamilton’s vases and their reception. It focuses on those publications that formed 

the history and the artistic reception of ancient pottery as well as on a discussion of the 

existing gaps, strengths and weaknesses in studies generated during the last three 

quarters of the twentieth century. Evaluating the overall state of knowledge on ancient 

vases and late eighteenth-century visual culture requires a thorough examination of how 

particular scholars have reached their conclusions, and why they have followed 

particular approaches. This examination is placed in an antiquarian and art-historical 

context, weaving existing studies into a critical account of the state of scholarship that 

precedes the present study. 

 
1900–1960s 

Since the late nineteenth century, the pursuit of classical antiquities has been a major 

field of enquiry, but not without an occasional emphasis on particular collectors.54 

Although Hamilton and his vases were not yet a focus of attention, a few accounts 

primarily focused on various travels and private correspondences of prominent figures 

of the late eighteenth century, in which Hamilton’s affair with antiquity found a 

considerable but not always prominent place.55 Among them, Hamilton’s letters 

published by Alfred Morrison conjured up an entirely new image of a personality deeply 

involved in many of the socio-political and cultural upheavals of the period. Morrison’s 
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54  See, for instance, Smith and Hunt, ‘Lord Elgin and His Collection’, The Journal of Hellenic Studies, 
(1916). 
55  See, for example, Conneli, Portrait of a Whig Peer, compiled from the papers of the Second Viscount 
Palmerston (1739–1802), (1957); Scholes, Dr. Burney’s Musical Tours in Europe, I: An Eighteenth-Century 
Musical Tour in France and Italy, (1959). 
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remarkable achievement stands at the forefront of the English social and intellectual 

scene (e.g. with detailed reference to collecting, art dealing and commerce) and ensures 

a better and more concrete grasp of the relationships between Hamilton’s diplomatic 

life and the vogue for antiquities during the last quarter of the late eighteenth century. 

It also provides us – although without commentary – with primary evidence of 

Hamilton’s mindset while living and collecting in Naples.  

 

Although antiquarianism and cultural history pervaded many facets of the first half of 

the twentieth-century scholarship, such as in the pioneering works of Momigliano, Cust 

and Colvin,56 the study of the reception of ancient vases was not yet a common subject. 

However, the excellent work by Adolf Greifenhagen on the artistic interpretation of 

ancient Greek vases and their impact on late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

art was exemplary in discussing the extent to which such objects featured in various 

paintings, although it is limited by the evidence which was available at that time.57 

Despite covering a period of 100 years (1750–1850) and introducing a new method of 

dealing with the visual reproductions of the period, Greifenhagen’s work is limited to a 

certain level of detail. He considers the extent to which the perception of ancient vases 

(a few of which belonged to Hamilton) was materially reframed and aesthetically 

reconstructed by various artists, a subject which I intend to pursue in greater detail here. 

However, his failure – if not deliberate omission, due to the nature of his profession58 – 

to explore further the ways and reasons for how and why antiquarianism and artistic 

practice were linked to the objects themselves, does not reduce the importance of his 

study. Rather, it is, without exception, the most important treatment in the history of 

the pictorial appropriation of Greek vases to have appeared so far. 

 

In the 1940s and 1950s, the reception of classical art – and more particularly of Greek 

vases – attracted a group of academics who had in common a special interest in art 

historical thought and a desire to relate the material objects to classical texts and the 
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56  See, for instance, Cust and Colvin (eds.), History of the Society of Dilettanti, (1914); Momigliano, 
‘Ancient History and the Antiquarian’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, (1950). 
57  Greifenhagen, ‘Griechische Vasen auf Bildnissen der Zeit Winckelmann’s und des Klassizismus’, 
Nachrichten von der Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen, (1939); and ‘Nachklänge Griechischer 
Vasenfunde im Klassizismus (1790–1840)’, Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen, (1963). 
58  Greifenhagen (1905–1989) was a German classical archaeologist and from 1958 until the late-
1970s, he was director of the Antikensammlung in West Berlin. 
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artistic practice of the decades before and after 1800. In the works of Agnes Mongan 

and Dora Wiebenson, however, the artistic reception of Hamilton’s vases are only 

occasionally mentioned.59 Moreover, although a notion of the appeal that Greco-Roman 

art has exerted on artists since the Renaissance is not absent from these approaches, as 

the work of Leonard Barkan indicates,60 one theme that dominated the historiography 

of ancient pottery in the mid-twentieth century is the emphasis on the understanding of 

the style of their paintings as well as on the recreation of the prominent and lesser 

personalities in Athenian potteries and individual workshops. The pioneering work by 

Sir John Beazley is characteristic.61 However, although only occasional accounts are to be 

found elsewhere,62 surprisingly little attention has been given to the history of the study 

of vase painting. 

 

In scholars’ determination to uphold the claims of an aesthetic response to classical art 

it was another collector’s story that had already shaken up the world of aesthetics and 

set the boundaries of the central place that antiquity held in the public imagination 

around 1800. Two years before the first publication dedicated to Hamilton by 

Fothergill, two accounts of the Elgin Marbles can be seen as the first major scholars’ 

contribution on the reception of classical art.63 While surveying the social and moral 

formalities of the age, both William St Clair and Jacob Rothenberg provide an impartial 

representation of Elgin’s motives and actions as well as an authoritative account of his 

life. They also show that, even if there was nothing outrageous in the acquisition of 

ancient treasures from Italy and Greece at that time, it was Lord Byron’s strong criticism 

which kept alive the long controversy about the transfer of the Marbles from the 

Acropolis to London. Interestingly, this criticism includes Hamilton’s collecting 

activities as well. St Clair argues that Elgin was not the only one that Byron wished to 

attack. In a manuscript edition of Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, in particular, the 
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59  Mongan, ‘Ingres and the Antique, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, (1947); Wiebenson, 
‘Subjects from Homer’s Iliad in Neoclassical Art’, The Art Bulletin, (1964). 
60  Barkan, Unearthing the Past. 
61  Beazley, Attic Black-Figure Vase-Painters, (1956); Attic Red-Figure Vase-Painters, (1963). 
62  See, for example, Walters, History of Ancient Pottery: Greek, Etruscan, and Roman, (1905), 1–30, I; Cook, 
Greek painted Pottery, 275–312. 
63  St Clair, Lord Elgin and the Marbles, (1967), [quotations are taken, however, from the third revised 
edition of 1998 – reprinted in 2003]; Rothenberg, ‘Descensus ad Terram’: The Acquisition and Reception of the 
Elgin Marbles, (1967).   
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poet, among other ‘classic thieves of each degree’, refers to the ‘Dark Hamilton’.64 

Interestingly, the unfortunate and lonely end of Elgin’s life seems identical to 

Hamilton’s own; John Manuel Cook’s remark on Elgin’s miserable end seems to apply 

to both British diplomats.65 However, in contrast to the more recent critical approaches 

to Hamilton and his collecting practices, Elgin is presented (at least in St Clair’s case) as 

more of a scoundrel of pure utilitarian aims rather than an aesthete;66 as someone who 

desperately had to collect despite his limited interest in the study of ancient art and the 

collecting of antiquities for their own sake.67 

 

Two years after Elgin’s portrait by St Clair and a year before Nowinski’s biographical 

account of the French diplomat and collector of Greek vases, Dominique Vivant 

Denon,68 the first (award-winning) book dedicated to Hamilton’s life was published by 

Fothergill.69 Although it is mostly foregrounded by the socio-political disputes in the 

Mediterranean during the last quarter of the eighteenth century, Fothergill’s charming 

and well-balanced biography had a twofold significance. On one hand, it must be 

credited with the revival of modern interest in the life of a personality who was, until 

then, on the margins of history, and, on the other hand, with a pioneering attempt to 

‘rescue his reputation from the tarnish of his second wife’s affair with Nelson’.70  

 
1970–1990s 

The years that followed Fothergill’s book formed an intense period in scholarship, not 

only on the search for antiquities, neoclassicism and the Grand Tour, but also on a 

more contextual approach to material culture and its social life. More importantly, 

however, a few publications appeared that formed a much more complete picture of 

Hamilton as a collector and as a man of taste. For instance, Carlo Knight’s socio-cultural 
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64  St. Clair, Lord Elgin and the Marbles, (1998), 190–191.  
65  ‘Why did the great nobleman [Elgin] lose his wife and friends, alienate so many of his subordinates, 
incur the implacable enmity of writers and the dilettanti, and receive neither favour nor reward for his 
outstanding achievements?’; Cook, The Classical Review, (1968), 249. 
66  See, for instance, St. Clair, Lord Elgin and the Marbles, 87, 94–95, 107, 110–111, 113, 118, 124, 133–
134, 143, 155, 227–237. 
67  St. Clair, op. cit (note 63), 6, 101, 160-161. 
68  Nowinski, Baron Dominique Vivant Denon (1747–1825): Hedonist and Scholar in a Period of Transition, 
(1970). 
69  Fothergill, Envoy Extraordinary, [all the quotations are taken from a second edition in 2005]. Fothergill 
was awarded both the Silver Pen and W. H. Heinemann Award for Hamilton’s biography. 
70  Vases and Volcanoes, 9; see also Fothergill, op. cit. (note 68), 11. 
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approach to Hamilton as an aesthete with diverse interests in art and the sciences, is 

characteristic.71 Yet, although the consideration of the biography of certain artefacts 

from the classical past had not yet become a common practice, a few scholars discussed 

the responses of certain artists to the painted scenes on ancient pots. Among them, the 

work of Jacques de Caso, Sarah Symmons and Nancy Ramage include occasional 

references to Hamilton’s vases, although these are mentioned very briefly.72  

 

Collecting may have appeared in scholarship as a rational activity, concerned with the 

refinement of perception regarding artefacts themselves. Nevertheless, scholars finally 

began to show a more intense interest in the history of collecting and the way that 

(ancient) objects came to be isolated, treated, received and valued by individuals. The 

Journal of the History of Collections, launched in 1989 by Arthur Macgregor, is the most 

characteristic example. It was partly under this journal’s influence that the study of the 

history and reception of painted vases came to be of greater interest to scholars in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. The works of Ian Jenkins, Claire Lyons and Michael Vickers, 

in particular, illuminate the context in which taste, aesthetics and their interpretation in 

material culture influenced the way that ancient art was received. They, thus, occupy a 

prominent place in the academic literature of this period.73 Their attempts do not tackle 

the issue of the artistic reception of Hamilton’s vases per se. However, and as a whole 

they are simply recognitions of the presence of the phenomenon of vase collecting and 

its influence on the artistic life in the decades around 1800.  

 

Arguably, this was a critical point in the establishment of a textual and material 

approach to artefact biographies, from socio-historical, cultural, art-historical, 

anthropological and archaeological perspective. By investigating the establishment of 

various collections of objects, scholars have recently begun to discuss the extent to 

which theories of artistic progress and philosophical inquiry influenced and modified 
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71  Knight, Hamilton a Napoli.!
72  Caso, ‘Jacques-Louis David and the Style all' Antica, The Burlington Magazine, (1972); Symmons, ‘French 
Copies after Flaxman’s Outlines’, The Burlington Magazine, (1973); Ramage, ‘Owed to a Grecian Urn: The 
Debt of Flaxman and Wedgwood to Hamilton’, Ars Ceramica, (1989). 
73  Jenkins, ‘James Stephanoff and the British Museum’, Apollo, (1985); ‘Adam Buck and the Vogue for 
Greek Vases’, The Burlington Magazine, (1988); ‘Frederic Lord Leighton and Greek Vases’, The Burlington 
Magazine, (1988); Vickers, ‘Value and Simplicity: Eighteenth-Century Taste and the Study of Greek 
Vases’, Past and Present, (1987); Lyons, ‘The Museo Mastrilli. 
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the aesthetics and various manifestations of collecting and the interpretation of objects. 

Under such circumstances, the Neapolitan context of antiquarian scholarship and vase 

collecting, of which Hamilton remained the central figure, gradually began to attract 

more serious attention from scholars in the 1990s. However, the manner in which 

artists elaborated on Hamilton’s vases, using their own imagination and the manners 

inherent in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century aesthetics of visual 

interpretation, was not a matter of particular interest. It was not until Pascal Griener’s 

pioneering account of the publication of Hamilton’s first collection that scholars began 

to take notice.74 Griener’s thorough study concentrates on the circumstances which led 

to the production and ‘transfer’ of art in print form among contemporary society, rather 

than studying the artists involved and the various interpretations of objects themselves. 

It also determines the manner in which the reception of classical art was engaged by the 

print culture and those who dominated the antiquities scene.75  

 

One of the most significant recent developments in the historiography of museums has 

been a much stronger focus on writing the histories of collections and collectors on 

equal terms. Thus, objects that were once associated with grand collectors – as in the 

case of Arthur MacGregor’s account of Sir Hans Sloane – make clear the intimate link 

between the world of commodities and social relationships, between a collector’s 

mindset and the politics of prestige and display, and between the motives of materialism 

and the excitement which always clings to social norms and high culture.76  

 

A plethora of minor and major museum exhibitions that appeared in the 1990s also 

analysed the many-sided aspects of the antiquarian vogue that swept Europe from the 

mid-eighteenth to the early nineteenth century. Hamilton and his vases became a 

prominent theme in a comprehensive, object-oriented representation of the full range of 

the diplomat’s interests, passions and collecting habits. Vases and Volcanoes77 deserves the 

credit for taking seriously Hamilton’s presence in antiquities’ scene, and determining 
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74  Griener, Le Antichità. 
75  The author here only briefly mentions a few examples of artistic approaches inspired by vases in 
Hamilton’s collection and the AEGR; Griener, Le Antichità, 86–109.!
76  MacGregor, Sir Hans Sloane: Collector, Scientist, Antiquary, Founding Father of the British Museum, (1994); 
see also Herrmann, The English as Collectors: A Documentary Sourcebook, (1999). 
77  British Museum, London, 13 March–14 July 1996.!
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that his antiquarian enterprise was a mirror-image of an eighteenth-century dilettante.78 

Artists too have emerged as objects of study in their own right, not only for the 

contextual information that their works of art can give to Hamilton’s story, valuable as 

this information is, but also for their place in the history of the artistic reception of 

classical art and the metamorphosis of ancient objects into artefacts of aesthetic, 

symbolic, historical and monetary value. Whereas Vases and Volcanoes resourcefully 

explores Hamilton’s own complex involvement in classical antiquities by manipulating 

the public image of late eighteenth-century collecting, the text also ranges over the 

historic and social context underlying the transformations of life in Naples from the 

years before and after Hamilton’s arrival. Yet, Vases and Volcanoes does not simply 

broaden the spectrum of Hamilton’s diverse types of antiquarian activities. Rather it is 

attuned to the extraordinary diversity of visual materials through which the collector 

himself and the learned society that surrounded him defined their attitudes towards the 

past. However, this attempt refers only occasionally to the reception of Hamilton’s 

objects and their painted scenes. Considering the cultural and intellectual background 

of antiquarian thought that Hamilton encountered upon his arrival in Naples, Vases and 

Volcanoes rather succeeded in converging the powerful sense of curiosity and delight of 

northern European travellers and the different objects of inquiry to which they were 

attracted. 

 

All these topics have been increasingly incorporated into the broader study of what it is 

known as ‘visual culture’, and have therefore been connected to the collection, display 

and representation of artefacts as well as the function of the image as a bearer of 

knowledge. In this respect, the late 1990s mark the beginning of an expanded 

investigation of a genre, particularly important for our understanding of the 

relationship between reception and aesthetic value. As such, the reception of the Greco-

Roman world in early modern European culture, as the work of Philip Ayres and 

Catherine Edwards shows,79 coincides with the various ways that artists and antiquaries 

approached the visualization of antiquity for the purposes of aesthetic pleasure and 
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78  See also Grand Tour: The Lure of Italy in the Eighteenth-Century Exhibition, Tate Gallery, London, 10 
October 1996–5 January 1997, Palazzo delle Esposizioni, Rome 5 February–7 April 1997. 
79  Ayres, Classical Culture and the Idea of Rome in Eighteenth-Century England, (1997); Edwards (ed.), Roman 
Presences: Receptions of Rome in European Culture, 1789–1945, (1999). 
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historical narratives. The production of visual material inspired by objects from 

Hamilton’s collection, however, has not been challenged yet in such detail. 

 
2000–present 

In the early years of the twenty-first century, a conceptual heterogeneity with regard to 

the interpretation of the diverse aspects of Hamilton’s role in the history of collecting 

was established. David Constantine’s recent biography of Hamilton is quite 

characteristic; it is difficult to determine whether he presents Hamilton more as a pure 

diplomat and a faithful husband or merely as a passionate collector and dilettante of 

extraordinary skills and capabilities.80 Yet, despite a growing interest in collector’s 

attitudes towards antiquarianism and collecting, scholars have addressed Hamilton’s 

collections in an ambiguous manner. Thora Brylowe, for instance, extends the frontiers 

of Hamilton studies to the extent to which the material or aesthetic role of his vases 

helped separate the fine arts from antiquarianism.81 Scholars now seek to identify the 

significant changes in the way that vases were interpreted and represented in print form 

over a span of almost half a century in relation to some of the most dominant struggles 

and historical conditions within the emerging field of late eighteenth-century visual art. 

 

This approach has resulted in an examination of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-

century visual culture from a perspective in which antiquarian discourses permeated all 

areas of cultural endeavour. Bruce Redford and Jason Kelly have concentrated on 

aspects of antiquarianism as a pure cultural enterprise as well as a tapestry of complex 

relationships between intellectual exchanges, masculine sociability, and trends in the 

reproduction of classical art.82 Had scholars located antiquarianism somewhat more 

carefully within the broader socio-cultural landscape of collecting, however, the tensions 

and overlaps with other modes of the reception of Hamilton’s vases – both by individual 

artists and the late eighteenth-century antiquarian community – might have become 

more apparent.  
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80  Constantine, Fields of Fire, (2001) 
81  Brylowe, ‘Two Kinds of Collections: Sir William Hamilton’s Vases, Real and Represented’, Eighteenth-
Century Life, (2008).!
82  Redford, Dilettanti: The Antic and the Antique in Eighteenth-Century England, (2008); 
Kelly, The Society of Dilettanti: Archaeology and Identity in the British Enlightenment, (2009). 
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Scholars gradually began to stress the importance of Hamilton’s vases as primary sources 

of the relationship between objects and the manner in which people relate to the past. 

Thus, they came to identify how the reproduction of antiquity can subject ancient vases 

to a retrospective exploration of the impact of classical models on visual culture and 

artistic practice. Viccy Coltman, for instance, moves forward to the establishment of a 

canon of classical culture showing that the reproduction of social class influenced the 

collecting and reproduction of ancient art.83 ‘By situating classicism as a style of thought 

and neoclassicism as the material application of this process’,84 Coltman has shown how 

the textualization of ancient monuments was provided through the publication of 

collectable folios. Unlike previous attempts to discuss the connections between 

classicism and material culture, Hamilton and his vases hold a prominent place in 

Coltman’s story. Serving as a characteristic case study for the de-contextualization and 

transformation of the ancient vase paintings into portable visual culture, they also 

provide a window onto the real-life exchanges between the translation and 

dissemination of knowledge into material artefacts and other visual forms of cultural 

expression. 

 

Apart from limited studies in which archaeology and art history interact in the visual 

realms of aesthetics, taste, and visual culture, scholarly interest in antiquities has also 

been focused solely on the history of collections and how the collecting mania so vividly 

gripped the upper classes of the European elite. Equally, whereas the documentation 

and analysis of collecting habits has emerged as a field of wide-ranging interest, the 

history of the re-appraisal of the material culture of antiquity touches upon key issues of 

the reception and biography of classical art and also Hamilton’s vases. Once more, like 

many other recent scholarly accounts of the subject, MacGregor’s outstanding work in 

this respect is only partially dedicated to the documentary potential and aesthetic 

qualities of Hamilton’s possessions. By juxtaposing, however, his ‘evangelizing 

enthusiasm’, with which his holdings emerged onto the international antiquities market 

with the extent to which it could begin to rival sculpture as an emblem of taste and 
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83  Coltman, Fabricating the Antique: Neoclassicism in Britain, 1760–1800, (2006).!
84  Coltman, op. cit. (note 83), 11. 
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scholarly sophistication, the contribution of ancient art to modern culture remains a 

potentially rich area of enquiry.85   

 

The majority of the above-mentioned scholars underline the importance of a 

multidisciplinary approach with an emphasis not just on artefacts themselves, but also 

on their meaning in a socio-cultural context. My own contribution to Hamilton studies 

makes no pretence to completely surpass previous valuable conclusions. Instead, the 

limited references of scholarship to the stories that objects from Hamilton’s collection 

carry through their lifetimes underlines the importance of approaching the study of 

material culture more critically, in more detail and from a variety of standpoints. 

 
1. 3. 5 
Sources!
 
The visual and textual material used in this research includes: 

1. Selected images (i.e. engraved illustrations) from the numerous appearances of 

Hamilton’s vases in print culture dating from the mid-1760s to early 1840s.   

2. Paintings dating from the mid-1760s to early 1840s in which objects from 

Hamilton’s vase collections hold a certain place. 

3. Selected images from original drawings and sketches dated from the 1750s to 

the mid-eighteenth century. 

4. Selected images from contemporary craftsmanship (e.g. the work of the pottery 

master Josiah Wedgwood, and a cork model in Sir John Soane Museum’s collection) 

dating to the late eighteenth- to the early nineteenth century. In both cases the 

selection process is solely defined by the extent to which the chosen material is 

directly associated with Hamilton’s vases. 

5. Images from his folio volumes and various other repositories (e.g. the British 

Museum) are also included, in order to compare and contrast the above mentioned 

visual material with the original objects in Hamilton’s collections (including his 

published engravings) 

6. Original letters, especially those written to and received by Hamilton, dating 

from the 1770s to the early 1800s.  
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As my guiding principle I have aimed to represent the ideas that bore upon the making 

of art and, thus, I have also looked for those secondary sources (i.e. publications) that 

would enrich and animate my arguments. To add greater objectivity, every effort was 

made to incorporate high-quality visual evidence from the originals in order to establish 

a more realistic and accurate interpretation of visual culture. In the case of drawings and 

sketches, all images were taken by the author unless otherwise stated. Museums and 

galleries provided images of the paintings. Images from antiquarian publications are 

either copies from the originals taken by the author (e.g. AEGR and CEAV) or digitized 

copies available online. Although I have tried to include as much information as possible, 

derived from all available material that came to my attention, there will always be missing 

details (that either have already been discussed by others, or have been deliberately 

omitted here due to the limitations of space).  

 
 
1. 4 
Research approaches/methods 
 
1. 4. 1 
General approaches: biographical approach and reception studies 
 
This research is based upon the fact that, from the early 1760s, when Sir William 

Hamilton had already began to collect, until the first half of the nineteenth century, the 

reception of classical antiquity began to be embedded into a direct – or indirect – 

relationship with the material culture of the past. Thus, the visual arts of this period 

have been a context which I have attempted to elucidate.  

 

On the one hand, I offer here a cultural history of the artistic reception of two of the 

most inspiring and often-copied collections of that time. On the other hand, in order to 

outline the life of artefacts in Hamilton’s possession, I attempt to reconstruct their 

‘biographies’ and to relate the treatment and role of his objects to the wider reception of 

ancient vases during the later eighteenth century. This approach to material culture, 

based especially on the work of Igor Kopytoff, considers the variable and sometimes 
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subtle life-histories of objects.86 However, I have not written an object biography in the 

usual sense, which would start with the production of the vases in antiquity, and look at 

their changing functions and meanings throughout time, right up to the present day. 

Instead, I am focusing on three aspects of these objects’ biographies: their 

discovery/collection and their ‘musealization’ process in the decades before and after 

1800, as well as their reproduction in popular art media of that time. Therefore, I am 

only drawing on some of the central tenets of theory on object biographies, which hold 

that objects accumulate meanings over their lifetimes while their functions and values 

change. The treatment of Hamilton’s collection is, therefore, seen as a raison d’être, not 

only due to its ‘in-situ’ collectability and steadily increasing aesthetic and monetary value 

in Naples, but also because of its ‘ex-situ’ cultural significance and later presence in the 

British Museum. 

 
1. 4. 2 
Specific methods: visual culture studies, and textual and contextual analysis 
!
In order to achieve my general goal, I have employed some specific methods. First, the 

body of visual interpretations and presence of images from Hamilton’s vases in the 

literature of art history and artistic practice before and after 1800 was identified. With 

regard to this visual material, I have tried to access – comprehensively – all those sources 

that became known to me (through the secondary literature, scholars’ suggestions and 

museum archives) and that were visually available either from the original source or as a 

digital copy. In both cases, however, what we can or cannot know is restricted partly to 

these three sources and more specifically by direct research in museum and library 

collections as well as by the ongoing digitization process that has made previously 

unpublished – and sometimes unknown – material widely known. However, the 

restricted discussion – due to space limitations and already known secondary literature – 

of the interpretative methodologies which craftsmen used to contemplate Hamilton’s 

vases, particularly for Josiah Wedgwood’s porcelain manufacture and a sepulchral model 

in Sir John Soane’s collection, shows that the research produced here – particularly into 

design products – cannot be considered comprehensive but rather exemplary. In 
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general, I tried to offer a detailed and critical study of these appearances, rather than 

simply dating and recording them. Merely documenting this evidence has not been my 

intention. Second, a comparative visual analysis of these images was offered: contrasting 

their appearance and form either with the original objects or with the source material 

(i.e. AEGR and CEAV). Whether the image itself stands alone or relies on a textual 

exegesis is also taken into consideration.  

 

However, not all possible aspects of the relationship between ancient imagery and its 

influence on the artists themselves (e.g. the choice of a given subject, the extent of 

artists’ imagination and artistic creativity) have been explored here. These issues are 

valid and important in the exploration of the reception of ancient vases in early-modern 

Europe, but would have diverged from the chosen aims and objectives of this study. 

Each one would require a separate extended examination in its own right. 

 
 
1. 5 
Structure of thesis chapters 
 
The following text is divided into two parts: the first, comprising chapters 2 to 3, sets 

out to investigate the artistic reception and cultural biography of Hamilton’s first 

collection of vases; while the second, comprising chapters 4 to 5, focuses on his second 

collection. The second chapter steps back from Hamilton’s first collection of vases to 

follow their textual, written and visual interpretation as they were received by print 

culture (c. 1770s–1840s). It also sets out to investigate the impact of the enormous 

increase in vase scholarship on the cultural biography and reception of this collection 

over a period of 70 years. Thus, the main question to which this material is marshalled 

is relevant to the specific place of the visual dissemination of Hamilton’s vases within 

the scholarship of that period. This also takes into account the competing 

interpretations of selected pieces from his collection – i.e. whether they were used and 

appropriated as material necessary to provide visual documentation to concerns with 

religion and mysteries, mythology and other known literary or (art) historical narratives.  
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Considering that the textual and artistic interpretation of ancient vases is embedded in 

the social fabric of late eighteenth-century visual culture, the chapter 3 concentrates on 

how the reception of the vases emerges from the intellectual and socio-cultural 

transaction between the collector, the artist and his subject. It, therefore, takes examples 

from a variety of art media which all constitute ordinary ways of viewing and 

appropriating the ancient art available at that time. They also reflect upon different 

approaches to artefacts’ role, which was largely triggered and influenced by the motives 

of the various individuals involved. Based on the work of Reynolds, Buck and 

Stephanoff, for instance, I will argue that paintings do not communicate meaning in 

regard to vases as historical texts but instead offer yet another explanation for the extent 

to which their artists were captivated by the power of classical motifs and forms. 

Further, studying the extent to which artists such as David, Gros, and Gagneraux copied 

from the AEGR, my intention is also to demonstrate the lengths to which they went to 

explore the world of objects and extract visual and aesthetic qualities from them. In 

contrast to previous interest in the iconography of the vases, the extent to which 

contemporary craftsmanship (e.g. Josiah Wedgwood) looked favourably upon the 

material qualities of ancient art will also be considered. 

 

In chapter 4, my intention is to highlight and critically discuss the context of the 

formation of Hamilton’s second collection – a subject, which has not been examined in 

such detail. It focuses on the reasons that led Hamilton to collect again, the different 

textual and aesthetic directions that the production of CEAV took, and, finally, the 

extent to which images from ancient vases in outline style were being introduced and 

distributed to the European intelligentsia. Using a similar structure to that of chapters 2 

and 3, chapter 5 follows the traces of Hamilton’s second collection in antiquarian 

publications and drawings of years following their appearance in the CEAV in the mid-

1790s. Through a comparative analysis of artists’ preferences, via a selected and 

representative sample of their work, I attempt to impose different meanings on the 

reception of this collection due to the nature of the material available. These include: a) 

the extent to which art publications have shaped the copying process of various images 

from Hamilton’s published engravings; b) the extent to which the latter were 

appropriated and deployed in the aesthetic discourses and artistic practices of the same 
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French artists discussed above (Montagny’s exclusive work on the CEAV is a separate 

case though); and 3) a brief reference to the diverse expressions of craftsmanship 

(notably, a cork model from Sir John Soane Museum’s collection) in which an elaborate 

interpretation of the painted scenes and form of the original objects circulated in the 

form of a miniature copy-vase. 

 

But how far did Hamilton’s collections contribute to the metamorphosis of what had 

been a mere curiosity about artefacts into their appropriation by contemporary artistic 

practice? The final chapter offers a comparative review of this process, enabling us to 

trace the divergence of artistic responses to both ‘Hamiltonian’ collections. It also offers 

a critical view of the different ways in which object-driven antiquaries approached 

Hamilton’s vases. To this end, my concluding chapter briefly concentrates on a 

comparative and contextual approach to their reception. Locating the visual narratives 

of Hamilton’s vases in late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth century visual culture is a 

theme that has either been underplayed or ignored in the secondary literature. Hence, 

the last section offers an exploration of the ways in which the outcome of this research 

and the questions that it raises could benefit and trigger work beyond Hamilton’s case. 
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Chapter 2 
 

THE VISUAL DISSEMINATION OF ANCIENT 
VASES AND THEIR RECEPTION BY LATE 18TH 
– AND EARLY 19TH–CENTURY SCHOLARSHIP 
 
The late eighteenth and early nineteenth century was a period rich in methodological 

and intellectual contributions in the field of ancient ceramics. The large number of 

painted vases found and collected in southern Italy since the 1750s had an immediate 

effect on the diffusion, perception and study of these objects. Ascertaining whether the 

metamorphosis of ancient objects into valuable artefacts was influenced by the cultural 

worthiness attached to them after they featured in a publication requires a deeper 

consideration of the uses of ancient art in print form. The question, however, remains: 

did ancient vases become works of art solely by virtue of being ‘displayed’ in 

contemporary publications, or did they earn their aesthetic status before this time? And, 

if so, how and by whom was that status defined and expressed? My aim here is to 

consider these questions, and to present evidence to answer them using Hamilton’s first 

vase collection. The focus of this section is on the objects themselves, the status they 

held through the text, the influence of this new context upon them, and, finally, the 

impact of the folios on the cultural biography and aesthetic reception of the objects.  

 

Considering that ‘the packaging and repackaging of the material culture of the 

ancients’1 in such collectable and consumable forms changed along with the cultural 

context of their interpretation, I will argue that artistic interpretation is what initially 

created the link between reception and aesthetic value; between how the ancient culture 

came to be isolated and dislocated from its original context for the purposes of aesthetic 

pleasure and (art-) historical narratives. By focusing on the reproduction and 

dissemination of ancient vases among members of the learned society, I will also focus 

on whether the competing interpretations of selected pieces from Hamilton’s collection 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1  Coltman, Fabricating the Antique, 15. 



! '+ !

were used and appropriated as material necessary to provide visual documentation to 

concerns with religion and mystery, mythology and other known literary and (art-) 

historical narratives. 

 

The selection process of antiquarian publications draws a chronological line between 

the 1770s and the 1830s. This restriction narrows down their influence and role only in 

regard to what was published within the sixty years following the formation and 

publication of Hamilton’s first collection. This is due to the following reasons. When 

examining the aesthetic discourses which surrounded the interpretation of his objects 

within a wider debate about the appropriation of material culture, these vases may have 

influenced the development of the antiquarian literature from the mid-1770s until the 

late 1830s. For example, AEGR – the first large edition in art history with colour plates 

– shows the extent to which various published engravings successfully evoke current 

aesthetic trends and the contemporary atmosphere of connoisseurship and artistic 

appreciation, which, in turn, was translated into several other publishing endeavours. 

The borderline of the mid-1830s coincides with the thousands of painted vases 

extracted from the tombs at Vulci and thus outnumbered and overshadowed the 

quantity of similar pieces from Hamilton’s collections already exhibited in various 

publications. All this, with the exceptions of Inghirami and the curious but rather 

unique example of Beauvalet, the dominance of these particular objects over vase 

scholarship began to fade in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. 

 

In order to facilitate a comprehensive approach to identifying the extent to which 

images from Hamilton’s collection were received and appropriated in print culture, I 

compiled detailed records, matching copied painted scenes with the original source. I 

also followed the interpretations of vases from this collection in those publications 

where I found evidence of the former’s presence. Considering all this, my methodology 

includes an art-historical analysis of these images, always comparing them to the original 

source. In short, what has been added or omitted by authors and engravers is of 

particular interest. Whether the image itself stands alone or relies on a textual exegesis is 

also taken into consideration. Due to the limited space of a doctoral thesis chapter, 
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however, I have chosen only those images that best capture the aesthetic divergences and 

particularities compared to Hamilton’s vases.           

 
 
2. 1 
Background: antiquarian publications before Hamilton 
(c. 1700–1760) 
 
It would be no exaggeration to say that, since the Renaissance, Europe had been 

permeated by the influence of the antique. The discipline of fine art was to be 

transformed by the interpretation of ancient art.2 These attitudes towards antiquity gave 

rise to a print culture that was to heavily influence fashions in art history and criticism, 

as well as the judgement of art by connoisseurs, scholars and collectors. Moreover, by 

this time the study, understanding and attribution of value to ancient Greek pottery had 

entered a new phase. This was determined not by the traditional premises of art 

historical thought, such as the influence of the ancients on art (in terms of their 

interaction with the art and culture of the time); rather, it was affected by the growth of 

artistic and cultural exchanges across the whole of Europe. Furthermore, the cultural 

exchanges of the Grand Tour were a prime indicator of such attitudes.3 This transfer of 

ideas and culture from ‘one specific system of societal relations and meaning patterns 

into another’ (which has been defined in the literature as Kulturtransfer) served as a 

vehicle for the reception of classical and neoclassical art.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2  See, for instance, Barkan, Unearthing the Past. 
3  See Griener and Imesch, Klassizismen und Kosmopolitismus: Programm oder Problem? Austausch in Kunst und 
Kunsttheorie im 18 Jahrhundert, (2004); see also Jacob, Strangers Nowhere in the World: The Rise of 
Cosmopolitanism in Early Modern Europe, (2006), 122–143. 
4  Blanning, ‘The Grand Tour and the Reception of Neo-Classicism in Great Britain in the Eighteenth 
Century’ in Babel and Paravacini (eds.), Grand Tour: Adeliges Reisen und Europaische Kultur vom 14. Bis 18. 
Jahrhubdert, (2005), 552. 
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Fig. 2.1 Etruscan Vase, M. A. de La Chausse, 
Le Grand Cabinet Romain: ou, Recueil d'Antiquitez 
Romaines, … que l'on Trouve a Rome, (1706), 100, 
pl. II,  
[source: Arachne, DAI/RAAS] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It was in the seventeenth century that an 

interest in ancient vases as artefacts began, 

but they had not yet received much 

attention and were not yet ‘illustrations of 

wealth nor subjects for catalogue 

publication’.5 It was only near the end of 

that century that vases began to be less frequently considered as curiosities and objects 

fit for cabinets.6 In addition, the value of ancient vases was not limited to their status as 

newly unearthed curiosities for a collector’s cabinet or a gentleman’s library, but grew to 

include their ethnological, historical, mythological and artistic aspects.7 It may be said 

here that the eighteenth century literature on the subject of ancient pottery, or works 

that contain a substantial number of painted vases, can be divided into three general 

types, although each type was influenced by the others to an extent. The first category is 

comprised of treatises on monuments of the past, mostly concerned with ancient ruins 

but also with the style of ceramic pots of various phases. Catalogues of private 

collections make up the second type. Thirdly, albums or portfolios of plates, which 

include only examples of artefacts selected for their artistic or visual excellence, usually 

accompanied by an explanatory text, are here considered to be a distinct category. 

Towards the end of the seventeenth century, when the imagery of painted vases began to 

attract considerable notice, brief mentions of decorated pottery had already been made 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5  Sparkes, The Red and the Black: Studies in Greek Pottery, (1996), 46–47. Thomas Dempster’s (1579–1625) 
De Etruria Regali is also characteristic: Irving, Lives of Scottish Writers, (1839), I, 347–370.  
6  Before the close of the century, a few vases had actually been published for the first time in de la 
Chausse’s, Romanum Museum (1690), where a black-figured pelike was represented among an encyclopedic 
catalogue of notable objects, such as statues, tripods and lamps. 
7  Walters, History of Ancient Pottery, I, 10–16. 
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in both catalogues of private collections, such as that of de La Chausse (Fig. 2.1), and a 

handful of other examples in multi-volume treatises on art. 

 

In a period of lively scholarly debate and antiquarian activity, an encyclopaedic spirit 

was reflected in these early collections of antiquities, where miscellaneous objects 

featured together in art publications and catalogues of private collections. Montfaucon’s 

L’Antiquité Expliquée et Représentée en Figures (1722–1724) was the first serious effort to 

reproduce all the ancient monuments that might be of use in the study of religion, the 

material life, the military institutions and the funeral rites of the ancients.8 A large 

proportion of the vases he used came from the collection of Cardinal Filippo Antonio 

Gualtieri.9 Montfaucon (1655–1741) analysed the iconography rather than describing 

the functions and qualities of the various vessel forms. Sources such as this, which 

interpreted non-specialist collections of antiquities, represented a pioneering attempt to 

examine an integrated notion of antiquity. Presumably due to the high production costs 

and the desire for a more neutral approach to ancient ceramics, colour was excluded 

from the eleven large, detailed copperplate engravings of the Etruscan vases, while the 

explanatory text was both in French and Latin (the latter in the form of footnotes at the 

bottom of each page).10  

 
This ‘impressively structured’11 scheme of classical antiquities, whose first edition sold 

1,800 copies (or 18,000 volumes) within two months,12 echoes the passage from a period 

of lively historical scholarship to one in which the interest was in understanding the 

antique through acquaintance with material culture itself. Montfaucon’s work describes 

the monuments of antiquity in such a way as to make the text equally fundamental to 

the image, establishing a distinct relationship between them. As far as the painted scenes 

on the vases themselves are concerned, I would add here that Montfaucon’s visual 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8  On Montfaucon’s life and work, see Bréhier, The Catholic Encyclopedia, (1913–1914), X, 539–540; Stark, 
Handbuch der Archäologie der Kunst, (1880), 142–145; Thompson, ‘The Age of Mabillon and Montfaucon’, 
AHR, (1942), 237–240; see also Coltman, Fabricating the Antique, chapter 2. 
9  A large part of the vases owned by Cardinal Gualtieri came from the pioneering collection of Giuseppe 
Valletta. Upon Gualtieri’s death, they formed the basis of the Vatican collections. 
10  The eventual total of fifteen volumes, which were published by subscription between 1722 and 1724, 
include 1,120 engravings and thousands of smaller illustrations. 
11  Schnapp, The Discovery of the Past: The Origins of Archaeology, (1996), 236. 
12  A new edition of 2,200 copies was printed followed by a supplement in five volumes; see Sandys, A 
History of Classical Scholarship, (1903–1908), II, 387. 
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interpretation of ancient art balances his concern to represent their three-dimensional 

material form and his desire to give an aesthetic guidance to his art-historical narrative 

(Fig. 2.2).  Additionally, several vases from various collections appeared in another 

volume entitled Antiquitates Graecae et Romanae, published by Montfaucon in 

Nuremberg in 1757.13 His work helped to establish the ground for an advanced 

historical scholarship of antiquity.  

 

!

 
Fig. 2.2 Etruscan Vases from the 
collection of Cardinal Gualtieri,  

B. Montfaucon,  
L’ Antiquité Expliquée, (1724), suppl. 

III, pl. xxxvii, [source: BRKU] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The wealth of paintings, bronzes, 

marble statues and decorated 

vases that were excavated in Italy 

during the eighteenth century 

greatly influenced and encouraged 

the scholarly development of the 

study of the past as well as the 

formation of private collections. 

By the mid-1750s in particular, 

interest in ancient painted pottery and the search for material culture, which soon 

brought a huge quantity of specimens of pottery into private hands, began to be 

discussed in scholarly debates and featured in various publications.14 Hence, while 

objects and monuments offered knowledge of a quite a different sort, their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13  Interestingly, many of the vases featured on plate 94 had already been published in the third volume of 
his L’ Antiquité Expliquée (1724), III, pl. xxxi, xxxii & xxxvi.  
14  Four of the finest European collections of painted pottery had already been established in the area of 
Naples: the collections of the Duca di Noia, the German artist Anton Raphael Mengs, the Marquis Felice 
Maria Mastrilli, and the collection of Giuseppe Valletta. 
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interpretation and, therefore, their wider circulation depended upon the collector’s 

choice, expert’s eye and draughtsman’s hand. Additionally, the desire for decorated 

vases had been reflected in printing initiatives by some of the most eminent antiquarian 

scholars of the period, such as the Comte de Caylus (1692–1765).15  

 

No other antiquarian before Caylus had insisted so powerfully on the superiority of 

knowledge over the desire to possess; or insisted so vigorously on the extent to which a 

close relationship with material culture governs, develops and defines antiquarian 

knowledge. As such, Caylus’s Recueil d’Antiquités Etrusques, Grecques et Romaines (1756–

1767) in particular was an influential treatise on ancient art, the materials for which 

mostly derived from his own collections.16 The second of this multi-volume publication, 

which was written in French, was partly devoted to Etruscan art. Although its content is 

similar to previous efforts (e.g. Montfaucon), ancient vases were represented in a 

different way. Instead of featuring the vase itself from both sides, so as to have the 

painted scenes captured in their entirety, Caylus chose to include separate two-

dimensional representations of the scenes (Fig. 2.3). He preferred to give only a brief but 

factual and descriptive analysis of the scenes on the vases, interpreting the art through 

reference to mythology. This in turn helped him to reconstruct various artistic styles, 

interpreting only what was visible to him. In this respect, I would argue here that if 

Montfaucon’s work had taken antiquarian studies from an erudite antiquarianism 

lacking systematic knowledge or serious interest in dating and describing the style of an 

artwork towards a more scholarly appreciation of ancient art, then the antiquarian work 

begun and masterfully executed by Caylus was a pioneering effort in understanding 

antiquities from both an art-historical and an aesthetic standpoint derived from high 

antiquarian standards. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15  After elected to the Academie des Inscriptions in 1742, Caylus began to study antiquity and became one 
of the greatest collectors of his time; Rocheblave, Essai sur le Comte de Caylus, (1889); Stark, Handbuch, 
147–151; and Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities, 169–184; see also Coltman, Fabricating the Antique, 
chapter 2. 
16  In 1766, a decade after the publication of the first volume of his Recueil d’Antiquités, an abridged two-
volume German edition of his work appeared in Nürnberg, which also included some painted vases, 
although with more rough sketches; Caylus, Des Herrn Grafen Caylus Sammlung von Aegyptischen, 
Hetrurischen, Griechischen und Römischen Alterthümern, Winterschmidt, I, pl. xxxi–xviv. 
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Fig. 2.3 Etruscan Vase,  
A. C. P. Caylus, Recueil d’Antiquités 
Egyptiennes, (1756), II,  
pl. xix, BRKU 
!
 
 
 
 
 
Having been a large-scale collector 

of Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek and 

Roman antiquities, Caylus is 

credited with the first serious effort 

to support the type of approach that 

Winckelmann was to promote later. 

Caylus saw the historical 

development of ancient art as 

closely connected to and dependent on the culture in which it originated. While he 

valued the material culture of past civilizations and their literary sources alike, he saw 

the illustration of artefacts as a way to enable comparative scholarly studies. Moreover, 

he was one of the very first to support the idea that the so-called Etruscan vases were 

Greek in origin, an assertion which was later taken up by Winckelmann.17 It was in this 

context that neoclassicism’s desire to recreate the spirit and forms of ancient Greek art 

was stimulated by the new archaeological discoveries of the buried cities of 

Herculaneum and Pompeii.18 

 

From the middle of the eighteenth century, the approaches of collectors to ancient pots 

were not restricted to a superficial account of their origins and the interpretation of 

their painted scenes. They were, rather, gradually expanded to include more particular 

interest in the materiality and style of the object. Letters from Felice Maria Mastrilli and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17  However, Caylus’s efforts to interpret antiquity as a whole and consider the art of the Greeks in 
relation to Egyptians or Etruscans was at odds with Winckelmann’s radical and more influential theory of 
the independent and unique character of Greek art. 
18  The excavations of these cities began in 1738 and 1748, respectively. 
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other collectors provide data on the extraordinary prices that significant pieces could 

command. One of these quoted by Masci, sent by Mastrilli to Gori19 in 1746, shows 

exactly how this particular interest was expressed: 

… in some [vases] … the black is darker, a real black, and at times very shiny: 
in others … has something of an oil colour; … some others, but very rarely, 
have a red or pale yellow background, and the figures black, with the face, 
arms and legs white, and sometimes such figures completely black …20  

It is quite clear that the identification of objects according to their fabrics and styles 

became more important, while collectors began to admire the beauty of their forms and 

the delicacy of the pottery. Regardless of their provenance and ownership, the artefacts 

were gradually elevated from tokens of craftsmanship to icons of the classical past and 

evidence of their creators’ impulses. An anonymous illustrated manuscript entitled 

Spiega de Vasi Antichi’21 shows that what really interested antiquarians and collectors at 

that time was the meaning of the iconographical representations that had been painted 

on the vases. Also, it demonstrates that ancient art was interpreted according to the taste 

and needs of antiquarians (e.g. interest in inscribed vases and a strong desire to reveal a 

discourse between objects and the literary sources). This exploitation of antiquities 

conjured up an entirely new image of a collecting habit and aroused great interest in the 

search for the antique. Moreover, by providing a unique example of ancient culture in 

terms of a visual reproduction of ancient art, and an alternative approach to the 

representation of figured vases, it reveals the aesthetic and intellectual complexities of 

eighteenth-century antiquarian practice.     

 
 
2. 2 
Visual culture, taste and ancient vases (c. 1760s–1780s) 
 
While scholars, art dealers, collectors, art critics and connoisseurs came together 

through networks that communicated very closely, this period expressed a serious 

interest in finding answers to questions about the classical past. In this regard, the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

19  Anton Francesco Gori was a professor of history at the Liceo of Florence and an early developer of 
systematic Etruscology. 
20  Masci, ‘The Birth of Ancient Vase Collecting’, 218. 
21  The manuscript was assembled by c. 1755 on account of Marchese Mastrilli (1694–c.1755), a rich 
landowner from Nola and offers a valuable account of his considerable collection of ancient vases; see 
Lyons, ‘The Museo Mastrilli’. 
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printing and engraving of images from antiquity allowed for the reconstruction and 

visualization of the past in the present, construed as both ‘icons of modernity and the 

superiority of the moderns over the ancients’.22 As mentioned already, Montfaucon’s 

and Caylus’ influential publications excited further interest in classical antiquities and 

the aesthetics of their display on paper. However, it was the widely disseminated 

engravings of ancient pottery through similar publications after the mid-1760s that 

helped determine the aesthetic implications of neoclassicism and late eighteenth-century 

artistic attitudes toward classical art, and more particularly, ancient vases. What follows 

is a discussion on the extent to which ancient vases came to be studied and viewed in 

the works of Winckelmann and d’Hancarville. The story behind Winckelmann’s 

pictorial acquaintance with ancient art, and the context of its reception in his 

Monumenti, is a characteristic example of the new phase that the publication of images 

from ancient vases was about to enter. His publication can be considered as a decisive 

moment in the history of vase scholarship. Following this discussion, a critical overview 

of Hamilton’s AEGR will be presented, serving as an introduction to the main parts of 

my enquiry. 

 
2. 2. 1 
Johann Joachim Winckelmann 
 
One of Hamilton’s associates was Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717–1768), who had 

seen hundreds of vases on his second visit to Naples in 1758, mainly those from the 

collection of his friend and passionate collector of such artefacts, the German artist 

Anton Raphael Mengs. What is of interest here is that in the spring of 1767, 

approximately a year before he was murdered,23 Winckelmann published in Rome a 

two-volume edition on ancient art entitled Monumenti Antichi Inediti. These volumes, 

although not as influential and appealing to scholars as his History of Ancient Art, were 

viewed by the German scholar as the climax of his scholarly achievements and a means 

of money gain. A more detailed study of Winckelmann’s Letters provides us with 

interesting information about the context of this publication, Hamilton’s involvement 

and the extent to which classical art had begun to be part of such antiquarian 

endeavours and publishing campaigns.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

22  Lolla, ‘Monuments and Texts: Antiquarianism and the Beauty of Antiquity’, Art History, (2002), 431. 
23  For a reassessment of Winckelmann’s death, see Gossman, ‘Death in Trieste’, JES, (1992). 
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Winckelmann’s Monumenti, which consisted of works mostly from Cardinal Albani’s 

collections, was subsequently translated into German (1780) and French (1808–1809).24 

It was originally written, however, in Italian, as the German scholar wished his work to 

reach a broader antiquarian audience and potential clientele.25 While Winckelmann was 

planning to begin publishing his ‘180 big kupfer-plates’26 in 1765, he wrote from Rome 

to Dietrich Berendis that nothing would be sold for less than four ducats, since the 

benefit of this hard work should cover the costs of his previous endeavours.27 In another 

letter to Stosch two years later, Winckelmann mentioned that it was Hamilton who 

suggested he take at least three hundred copies of his Monumenti to England to be priced 

at four guineas each.28 In fact, the German scholar expressed his concerns about the 

distribution of his work in England to Baron de Stosch, but he was willing to follow 

faithfully Hamilton’s advice and to go to England to promote it. Hamilton appeared to 

be well-versed in the art of sponsoring and supporting such projects for their own sake 

and for personal benefit.  

 

The two men were in regular contact for the last eighteenth months of Winckelmann’s 

life. While the German scholar was occupied with the publication of his Monumenti, he 

found in Hamilton someone who might promote his work outside Italy. Hamilton, who 

was preparing his own publication, was in turn hoping to enlist him alongside 

d’Hancarville in the project of publishing his own vase collection. It is not clear, 

however, whether Hamilton’s motives in assisting Winckelmann with his work were 

connected to his attempt to persuade the German scholar to compile descriptions of 

Hamilton’s own vases.29  In this respect, the influence exerted by one project on the 

other makes clear the different representational choices and approaches to antiquity in 

the growing effort to dignify and disseminate the study of the classical past. But knowing 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24  The German edition, entitled Alte Denkmäler der Kunst, was published in Berlin (1780) and the French, 
entitled Monumens Inédits de l’Antiquité, was published in three volumes in Paris (1808–1809). 
25  Winckelmann, Briefe (hereafter Briefe), letter to Genzmer, (10 March 1766), 169.!
26  Briefe, III,  112. 
27  Briefe, III, letter to Berendis, (26 July 1765, Rome), 112–114; see also letters no. 776 (to Stosch, 28 
June 1766) and no. 889 (to Usteri, 19 August 1767). 
28  Briefe, III, letter to Stosch, (10 December 1766, Rome), 223.!
29  There is no certainty as to what extent Winckelmann contributed to the publication of Hamilton’s 
vases; Constantine, ‘Winckelmann and Sir William Hamilton’, Oxford German Studies, (1993), 56–57; 
Griener points out to Winckelmann’s disregard of this suggestion due to the lack of enthusiasm and the 
workload of his recently finished project; Griener, Le Antichità, 53–54.  
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that Winckelmann was so closely tied to the British ambassador during the last months 

of his life, it is difficult to ignore the former’s fascination with the constant collection of 

new material by the latter. Why else did his Monumenti appear soon after Hamilton had 

already formed a collection of vases and began to publish them? A closer examination of 

Winckelmann’s antiquarian thought will help us to place the visual aspect of his work 

in its proper cultural context, and in turn provide the context into which all publishing 

projects after Hamilton’s own should be placed.  

 

During the 1760s, Winckelmann’s reputation as the foremost antiquarian of his 

generation had already been established.  For him, collecting Greek art was not merely a 

matter of taste and aesthetic appeal, but rather it was an ordered account, which he 

placed in a historical context. Among other artefacts, the Monumenti, contained 

illustrations from only eleven antique vases.30 It is clear that Winckelmann was one of 

those authors who sought to demonstrate a relationship between the objects and the 

literary sources of the ancients, while their main goal was to create a refined and 

encyclopedic ancient history from iconographic, literary and material evidence of all 

kinds. In order to enrich the discussion of gods and heroes, Winckelmann added 

illustrations of artworks, including several vases, which were reproduced elsewhere in his 

volume. However, the artefact itself had not always been viewed as a proper medium for 

such expression. Despite the elaborate discourse Winckelmann devoted to the 

reproduction of material remains of the past, perhaps to strengthen the scholarly 

credentials of his patron’s material,31 the shape and style of drawing would appear to 

have been of less interest to him than the iconographic content of the scenes on the 

objects.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30  See plates 22, 98–100, 131,143, 146, 159, 181, 190, 200. Only one vase from the original publication 
(pl. 22), however, was published in the German edition (pl. 22) along with an explanatory text, 18–19. 
31  In September 1755, Winckelmann set out for Rome, where he would soon be able to apply and further 
develop his knowledge of the ancients as curator of the collections of Cardinal Albani, one of the 
wealthiest and most cultivated ecclesiastics of the time. 
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Fig. 2.4 Engraving, Winckelmann, Monumenti 
Antichi, (1767), I, pl. 99, BRKU 
 

 

 
 
 
 
As Figure 2.4 shows, vases were not 

presented with exact measurements of all 

their parts, but rather they were 

reproduced separately with a rough and 

magnified mimesis of the scene depicted 

on them. Although Winckelmann’s 

intention to publish engravings that 

would only reproduce the iconography of 

the original monuments found several 

imitators,32 the translation of the title of his project – ‘ancient unpublished monuments’ 

– leaves little doubt that his true intentions were not to publish artefacts because of 

their beauty and elegance, but rather to prove that monuments were vital to the 

understanding of ancient literature and the writing of an art history. The book reads 

more like a treatise on ancient literature and mythology (only occasionally illustrated by 

references to surviving monuments) than as a detailed discussion of individual objects. 

Indeed, the lack of any visual response to the objects themselves in Winckelmann’s 

work (the German scholar sees figured vases solely as figurative elements) reveals a desire 

to separate art from the text. 

 
2. 2. 2 
An introduction to Hamilton’s AEGR 
 
At the time that the celebrated German antiquary was overseeing the printing of his 

Monumenti, Hamilton had been ambassador in Naples for little more than two years, but 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32  See, for instance, Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication, (1953); Miner (ed.), Studies in Art and Literature 
for Belle da Costa Greene, (1954), 193–196; Melot, Griffiths, Field, and Beguin (eds.), Prints: History of an 
Art, (1981). 
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he had already put together a valuable and substantial collection of antique vases. 

However, due to his occupation with diplomatic duties and his lack of experience in 

publishing, he had to entrust the publication of his vases to someone else. Then, at the 

age of nearly thirty-six, he was already engaged in the publication of his collection in 

collaboration with Pierre François Hugues, who usually went by the name of Baron 

d’Hancarville. In his pioneering essay on d’Hancarville’s personality and role in 

eighteenth-century classical scholarship, Francis Haskell questions why Hamilton chose 

d’Hancarville; the baron’s talents, he writes, ‘emerged in Hamilton’s volumes under 

somewhat mysterious circumstances’.33 I would add here that Hamilton’s strong desire 

to publish his vases quickly, and for spending his money profusely in doing so,34 put 

him in desperate need of finding someone with a certain level of knowledge and ability 

to write the text. Once Winckelmann had been murdered, d’Hancarville was the best 

available scholar to complete this task. Their relationship opened up an opportunity by 

which Hamilton could hope to improve his social and intellectual prospects within and 

beyond the antiquarian and aristocratic circles.  

 

The plates in Hamilton’s volumes were engraved and hand-painted, consisting of a 

drawing of the vases in perspective, a sectional plan giving their measurements and 

proportions and a colour picture depicting the scenes on them. A number of artists 

were employed to work on the illustrations for this major undertaking: engravers 

included Giuseppe Bracci, Edmondo Beaulieu and Giovanni Battista Tierce, while 

engravers and etchers were Carmine Pignatari, Antoine Alexandre Joseph Cardon, 

Carlo Nolli, Filippo de Grado, Tommaso Piroli and Aniello Lamberti. Of all these, 

Bracci35 was in fact the only artist singled out for recognition in the text by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33  Haskell, ‘D’Hancarville: an Adventurer and Art-Historian in Eighteenth-Century Europe’, in Chaney 
and Ritchie (eds.), (1984), 179–181; see also Griener, Le Antichità, 34–48; Schnapp, ‘La Pratique de la 
Collection et ses Consequences sur l’Histoire de l’Antiquite le Chevalier d’Hancarville’, in Laurens and 
Pomian (eds.), L’Anticomanie: La Collection D’Antiquites Aux 18e et 19e Siecles, (1992). 
34  Despite Winckelmann’s hyperbolic remark that the initial production cost was about twenty thousand 
pounds (Briefe III, no. 832, letter to C. G. Heyne, 19 March 1767, 242), Hamilton must have spent much 
less by the end of 1768; see also Griener, Le Antichità, 34–48. 
35  In the mid-1760s Bracci left his position as tapestry designer to work on the publication of Hamilton’s 
collection. Nancy Ramage mentions that ‘Bracci does not earn much credit for invention, but he was 
remarkably skilled at converting Piranesi’s grandiose, murky, and atmospheric depictions of antiquity into 
somewhat simplified backgrounds for his initial letters’; Ramage, ‘The Initial Letters in Sir William 
Hamilton’s Collection’, 448. 
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d’Hancarville.36 In contrast with Winckelmann, who did not acknowledge the artists 

who were responsible for what have since been criticised as ‘inaccurate and pathetically 

unattractive’ engravings anywhere in his Monumenti,37 Hamilton and d’Hancarville did 

the exact opposite. In the concluding remarks of the first volume of AEGR, 

d’Hancarville stated that ‘we will finish this Volume by advertising to the Public that it 

is not to us that they owe the discovery of the manner in which the plates are printed, 

but to Mr. Joseph Bracci, a most able and ingenious Artist’.38  

 

With the text in both English and French, Hamilton was targeting a wide range of 

amateur connoisseurs and art-loving collectors of ancient artefacts. In a letter to his 

nephew Greville, however, Hamilton expressed his concern regarding ‘the difficulty of 

printing in two foreign languages…’, but still ‘the edition promises well; …the plates… I 

am sure will surpass anything of the kind…’39 The first two volumes are dated 1766 and 

1767 respectively, but they did not appear till 1768 or 1769.40 Volumes III and IV did 

not appear before 1776;41 although they were completed before that date, their 

publication had been jeopardized largely because d’Hancarville’s creditors refused to 

release the printed volumes unless Hamilton paid them a lump sum. The Monthly 

Review, however, considered this delay due to the London booksellers’ decision to delay 

the publication of the first volume until they received the second.42 In another letter to 

Greville, Hamilton was excited that ‘the work goes well… but it cost the devil all, but I 

never give up… you cannot conceive how interesting the work is grown by the additional 

drawings, all of which have been taken on the spot’.43 Again, three months later, he 

speaks again about the extraordinary cost of publishing: ‘What is worse…’ he says, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36  For processing the work on AEGR, d’Hancarville employed fifteen people, including printers, 
illustrators and engravers; Griener, Le Antichità, 49. 
37  Lolla, ‘Monuments and Texts’, 436. 
38  AEGR, I, 170.!
39  Morrison, Autograph Letters, no. 71, (12 March 1776, Naples). 
40  However, it was probably not until 1770 that the first volume begun to be more widely circulated. In 
James Robson’s Catalogue of an Entire Library of Books of his bookshop at the Feathers on New-Bond Street 
in London, the first volume of AEGR is advertised – surprisingly among a section entitled ‘miscellaneous 
books’ rather than art or antiquarianism – with an extra note that there will be three more volumes to 
come at the price of 9 guineas; Robson, A Catalogue of an Entire Library of Books, (1770), 2, (note no. 20). 
41  Vases and Volcanoes, 51, 99. 
42  The Monthly Review, XLI, (1769), 566.  
43  Morrison, Autograph Letters, no. 60, (19 December 1775, Caserta). 
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‘above £1,300 already gone, but thanks God, the last plate is in hand…’44 Finally, a 

hundred copies of each volume were printed and sent to London, although few copies 

actually reached the hands of subscribers until the early 1780s.45 The whole process of 

publishing the catalogue of Hamilton’s vases dragged on for more than eight years.  

 

Interestingly, the design of the work is not confined merely to a collection of exquisite 

models, or a detailed explanation of the painted scenes. The editors of AEGR, as the 

Monthly Review remarks, endeavoured to show ‘what system the ancients followed in 

order to give the vases that elegance … and to assign exact measures for fixing their 

proportions … in order that the artist may do it [copy] with as much truth and precision, 

as if he had the original themselves in his position’. According to the same review, 

which does not omit to pay some tribute to Bracci, ‘an able and ingenious artist’, the 

historical knowledge that can be gained from the figured scenes is of equal 

importance.46 Although the high regard and even honour afforded to this work stands 

in opposition to other publishing projects that went to the market at the same time – 

especially Winckelmann’s plates, which were so cruelly criticised, ‘even by 

Winckelmann’s warmest admirers’47 – one gets the sense that it is the engravings that 

most reveal the extent to which Hamilton’s desire was to unite the objects themselves by 

valuing their aesthetic and material characteristics. Jean Witte, for instance, considers 

that this luxuriously but tastelessly executed work establishes a transition between the 

shapeless engravings of Passeri (see 2.2.4. below), Caylus and Gori and those 

antiquarian books that were published soon after.48 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44  Morrison, op. cit. (note 43), no. 71, letter from Hamilton to Greville (12 March 1776, Naples). 
45  In one of his letters to Winckelmann, the Minister of Münch-hausen of Hannover speaks of the 
commission of the first volume of AEGR for the University Library [‘Wegen des Hamiltonischen Werks 
gebe ich vor die Universitäts-Bibliothek die nötige commission nach Venedig’]; Briefe, IV, 108. 
46  The Monthly Review, XLI, (1769), 566.  
47  Lolla also reminds us that in the first edition of Winckelmann’s collected works by Eiselein (ed.), 
(1965), I, p. clxxv, Winckelmann’s Monumenti was described as an elegant book except for the engravings’; 
Lolla, ‘Monuments and Texts’, 436. 
48  Witte, Études sur les Vases Peints, (1865), 18. 
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Fig. 2.5 Engraved title page in French, 
1785, d’Hancarville, AEGR, I, BRKU 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To these folio volumes should be added 

the various corrections and revisions 

that d’Hancarville made in the 

manuscript he compiled in 1778, as well 

as the two editions that appeared in 

Paris in five volumes (Fig. 2.5) and in 

Florence in four volumes in the mid-

1780s and early 1780s respectively. 

During his stay in Paris in 1785, 

d’Hancarville contacted the French 

copper-engraver F. A. David in order to proceed with a new edition of AEGR with the 

minimum of cost. David, who was also responsible for the French edition of Le Antichità 

di Ercolano (i.e. Antiquités d’Herculaneum gravées par F.[rançois] A.[nne] David; avec 

explications par Pierre-Sylvain Maréchal, 1780–1789) produced a five-volume work where 

the text was of primary importance, not the images. This edition bears the full title 

Antiquités Ètrusques, Grecques et Romaines Tirées du Cabinet de M. Hamilton Envoyé 

Extraordinaire de S. M. Britannique à la Cour de Naples, and was published in Paris 

between 1785–1788. Together with the Florentine edition, which follows the original in 

size, neither of these two editions came close to the quality of the original plates. The 

Attic black-figured lekythos below is a characteristic example of such lower quality and 

lesser detail (Fig. 2.6). The reversed image (due to the engraving process) of the vase in 

the French edition (Fig. 2.7) is inferior in graphic quality while a reddish colour has 

been added instead of the black and white of the original plate. Therefore, due to the 

small size of this edition (19.8 x 12cm), the illustration of the vase appears smaller in 

size and detail. Moreover, the numerical proportions of the lekythos in Figure 2.8 are 

absent from plate 45 of the Parisian edition (Fig. 2.9). 



! )' !

 

                            
Fig. 2.6 & 2.7 Black-figured Attic lekythos, d’Hancarville, AEGR, I, pl. 65, 44 (French edition 

on the right), BRKU 
 
 
 
 

 
 Fig. 2.8 Black-figured Attic lekythos, d’Hancarville, AEGR, I, pl. 67, BRKU 

 
 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































