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Teachers’ Notes 
 

THE REGENCY 

(Rooms 17 – 20) 
Portraits as Historical Evidence 

 
These guided discussion notes reflect the way in which the National Portrait Gallery 
Learning Department works when using portraits as historical sources, with pupils of all 
ages.  As far as possible, pupils are encouraged through questioning to observe in detail 
and to form their own hypotheses; a small amount of information is fed into the 
discussion at appropriate points to deepen their observations. 
 
These notes therefore consist of a series of questions, with suggested answers; where 
there is information to add this is shown in a box.  The questions, perhaps slightly 
rephrased, would be suitable for pupils at both primary and secondary level; what will 
differ is the sophistication of the answers.  The information will need rephrasing for 
younger pupils and it may be necessary to probe by adding extra questions to get the 
full interpretation of the picture. Please note we cannot guarantee that all of the 
portraits in these notes will be on display at the time of your visit. 
 
Please see www.npg.org.uk/learning/digital for these and other online resources.  
Other guided discussions in this series of online Teachers’ Notes include: 
 

 Tudors 
 Stuarts 
 Georgians 
 Victorians 
 Twentieth Century and Contemporary 

 
These guided discussions can be used either when visiting the Gallery on a self-directed 
visit or in the classroom using images from the Gallery’s website, 
www.npg.org.uk/collections. 
 
All self directed visits to the Gallery must be booked in advance by telephone on  
020 7312 2483.  If you wish to support your visit with the use of Teachers’ Notes please 
book in advance, stating which notes you wish to use in order for us to check that the 
appropriate Gallery rooms are available at the time of your visit. 

http://www.npg.org.uk/learning/digital
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections
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KING GEORGE IV 
 
after Sir Thomas Lawrence 
oil on canvas, (1815) 
95 in. x 61 in. (2413 mm x 1549 mm) 
Bequeathed by Miss Lillie Belle Randell, 
1931 
Primary Collection 
NPG 2503 
  
 

 
 
What is George IV wearing?   
A soldier’s uniform. George is wearing a red 
coat,  white breeches without a wrinkle – 
very fashionable, boots and spurs. 
 

He wears the uniform of a field marshal at 
the time of the Battle of Waterloo (1815). The 
British Army was famous for their red coats. 

 
What can you see on his chest?   
Medals, sash and gold braid. 
 
 

The blue ribbon of the Order of Hanover with 
its badge is at his waist. Stars of Garter (top), 
Bath and Holy Spirit. Also, a badge of the 
Order of the Golden Fleece hangs from his 
neck. Above that is the jewelled badge of the 
Holy Spirit. Gold braid, gold waist sash, belt 
– military insignia. 

 
What is he holding?   
Sword in right hand – richly decorted hilt, 
plumed hat in left hand. 
 
Describe his expression and the position 
of his head.   
Steady grey-eyed gaze into the distance, 
windswept hair – rather a “romantic” image, 
flushed cheeks. 
 
What is in the background?  
Mainly stormy sky. A small castle on the right 
– possibly Windsor Castle – and a flowering 
plant on the left. 
 
What clue is there that he is standing by a 
tent?   
A tent peg. 
 
What does he want you to think of him?   
That he is important, brave, a man of action, 
proud, etc. 
 
What does he seem to be standing on? 
Describe the land around him. Does it 
look like a genuine landscape?   
Discuss how unreal and staged it looks. 
 
Tom Moore complained that: “Lawrence’s 
Adonized George IV is a disgrace both to 
the King and to the painter: a lie upon 
canvas ” (Diary 3 May, 1822).  
In what ways do you think the painter may 
have lied?  
Several ways, including George’s weight 
problem, the proportions of his body, and 
setting him in dramatic landscape which 
suggests bravery and qualities of leadership. 
 
Does it matter if a portrait doesn’t tell the 
truth?   
Discuss pros and cons. 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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CAROLINE AMELIA 
ELIZABETH OF BRUNSWICK 
 
by Sir Thomas Lawrence 
oil on canvas, 1804 
55 1/4 in. x 44 in. (1403 mm x 1118 mm) 
Purchased, 1867 
Primary Collection 
NPG 244 
  
 

 
 
Is there anything to suggest that this is a 
portrait of a queen?   
No royal symbols – informal portrait. 
Perhaps the predominance of red and gold 
gives us a clue. 
 
What is Caroline wearing?   
Crimson velvet, short-sleeved gown, white 
ruff at neck, plumed hat. Empire style gown 
– high under the bust – was the height of 
fashion. Very little jewellery – only a discreet 
bracelet bracelet, a hat pin and a gold 
button on sleeve. 
 
Describe her pose.   
Seated, leaning forward, looking at us 
directly, bare arms, right arm draped 
comfortably on the arm of the sofa. Very 
confident pose. 

How old do you think she is?   
She is 36, considered middle aged in the 
early nineteenth century. 
 
Lord Malmesbury described her as having 
a “ … pretty face, not expressive of 
softness – her figure not graceful – fine 
eyes – good hands – tolerable teeth but 
going – fair hair and light eyebrows, good 
bust – short… ”  
Do you agree? 
 
Can you see two clues in the picture 
which tell us about one of Caroline’s 
interests?   
To the left of the picture there is a clay bust 
of Caroline’s father, the Duke of Brunswick, 
who fell at the Battle of Jena, Germany, 
fighting against the French in 1806. In her 
right hand she holds a modelling tool. 
 

Caroline took lessons in modelling from an 
Italian sculptor called Turnerelli. She was 
acknowledged as a skilled sculptress. 

 
Almost hidden by her skirt are clues to 
another interest.   
A book and a pair of spectacles. 
 
How can you tell that Regency interiors 
were becoming increasingly more 
comfortable?   
The beautifully upholstered gold sofa and 
dark green curtains. 
 

Queen Caroline had married George IV but it 
was not a happy marriage. She repaid her 
husband’s violent dislike of her by behaving 
in a coarse and vulgar manner and by 
having numerous affairs. In 1820 George 
tried to divorce his wife and he banned her 
from his coronation. She died two weeks 
later. The portrait belonged to Sir Thomas 
Lawrence, one of Caroline’s many admirers, 
and was sold at his death. 

 
What do you think about the way Caroline 
was treated by the British Royal family?   
 
 
 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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GEORGE GORDON BYRON, 
6TH BARON BYRON  

 
replica by Thomas Phillips 
oil on canvas, circa 1835 (1813) 
30 1/8 in. x 25 1/8 in. (765 mm x 639 mm) 
Purchased, 1862 
Primary Collection 
NPG 142  
 

 
 
This is a replica of the upper part of an 
original portrait painted in 1813 when Byron 
was 25 years old. There are several versions 
of this particular portrait. 
 
What has Byron chosen to wear in his 
portrait? Are these British clothes?  
The costume is scarlet and gold, richly 
embroidered. Byron is sporting a turban-
style headdress and a white shirt fastened 
with an expensive jewel. 
 

Byron is wearing an Albanian costume worn 
by the Arnaout tribe, which he bought in 
1809 in the Epirius. He wrote to his mother 
commenting on the expense of this 
costume. In Albania the costume was 
expensive but easily affordable to Lord 
Byron. He said it would cost 200 guineas in 
London. 

Why do you think he chose this particular 
costume?   
Byron had a flamboyant, theatrical nature, a 
love of adventure and the unconventional. 
 

These traits are reflected in his poetry (e.g. 
The Corsairs, Don Juan). He also had a 
passionate belief in liberty, a trait shared with 
other nineteenth century Romantic poets. 
Byron was actively involved in the stuggle for 
Greek Independence. He died in Missolonghi 
in 1824. 

 
Describe his pose.   
Byron’s face is turned to show his 
distinguished profile and the beautiful drape 
of the headdress. His body is positioned to 
show the intricate detail of the costume. 
 
What is Byron holding?   
A sword with an elaborate hilt. 
 
Sir Thomas Lawrence described Byron in 
1821: “ The forehead clear and open, the 
brow boldly prominent, the eyes bright 
and dissimilar – the nose finely cut and 
the nostril acutely formed – the mouth well 
formed but wide, and contemptuous even 
in its smile, falling singularly at the 
corners, and its vindictive and disdainful 
expression heightened only by the 
massive firmness of chin. ” 
Is this a good description when compared 
to the portrait? 
 
Byron’s friends couldn’t agree whether 
this was a good portrait of him or not. Why 
do you think they could not agree?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

There are a number of striking portraits of 
famous early nineteenth century writers 
here. You might like to ask your students 
to compare and contrast this striking 
portrait of Lord Byron with William 
Wordsworth, the next portrait in these 
notes. 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 
 
by Benjamin Robert Haydon 
oil on canvas, 1842 
49 in. x 39 in. (1245 mm x 991 mm) 
Bequeathed by John Fisher Wordsworth, 
1920 
Primary Collection 
NPG 1857 
  

 
 
 
This portrait is known as “Wordsworth on 
Helvellyn”. It was painted to commemorate 
Wordsworth’s sonnet on Haydon’s painting 
“Wellington musing on the Battlefield at 
Waterloo”. 
 
What is so striking about the sitter and 
the background?   
The poet is in his element, his beloved Lake 
District – the mountain is Helvellyn. The 
portait captures the poet’s intensity of 
feeling. 
 
What pose has Wordsworth chosen?   
He is deep in thought, arms folded, chin 
lowered. 
 
 
 
 

What has Wordsworth chosen to wear?   
A dark brown coat, dark grey trousers, 
waistcoat, black bow tie, white shirt – sombre 
colours in keeping with the greys and 
browns of the mountain and the stormy sky. 
 
What mood is the painting aiming to 
create? Why do you think that this mood 
was chosen?   
Because it refects his poetry, shows the 
seriousness of his character, etc. 
 
How old do you think Wordsworth was in 
the portrait?   
He was 70 years old. 
 

The artist, Haydon, was impressed that 
Wordsworth had climbed Helvellyn at that 
age. Wordsworth had written to Haydon 
telling him that the poet had  composed the 
sonnet “By Arts Bold Priviledge” whilst 
climbing the mountain. Haydon wanted to 
paint Wordsworth in a Romantic mood to 
capture the spirit of the poet and not just a 
matter-of-fact likeness. 

 
Are there particular details in the portrait 
which stand out?   
Wordsworth’s craggy features – the subtle 
modelling of the head, bold brush strokes, 
flesh tones, the left hand, silvery lights on the 
hair and the light in the storm clouds. His 
features match the rocks. 
 
Wordsworth approved of the portrait. He 
said “ I myself think that it is the best 
likeness that is the most characteristic, 
which has been done of me ”.  
Does it matter whether a sitter likes their 
portrait or not?   
 
 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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EDWARD JENNER 
 
by James Northcote 
oil on canvas, 1803, 1823 
50 in. x 40 in. (1270 mm x 1016 mm) 
Given by the sitter's friend, James Moore 
(later Carrick-Moore), 1859 
Primary Collection 
NPG 62 
 

 
 
The Regency period saw some of the 
greatest scientific, technological and 
industrial innovations. 
 
Look carefully at the papers and books 
on the table. There are clues to the sitter’s 
identity and his greatest achievement.   
The letter under the inkstand has the 
signature of Edward Jenner. Propped up on 
the table is an open book showing the title 
page, which has a cow prominantly featured 
in a grand frame - The Origin of the Vaccine 
Inoculation by Edward Jener MD FRS, 1801. 
This is a portrait of the British discoverer of 
vaccination for the killer disease smallpox. 
 
Describe the sitter’s appearance.   
A man of middle age, grey-brown hair, blue 
eyes, a rosy, healthy-looking complexion, a 
kind face – a contemporary writer 
commented on his warm heart. 

Describe his pose.   
Jenner is seated. His right hand holds a quill 
his left hand rests against his cheek. 
 
What does the pose suggest?   
He is thinking while writing. Here we have a 
scholar, a researcher and a medical scientist. 
He has a thoughtful expression. 
 
Has Jenner made a lot of money from his 
discovery, do you think?   
Possibly not as he is soberly dressed in a 
black suit and white neckcloth and stock. 
The background is drab but he does have a 
comfortable upholstered chair. The table is 
covered with an old-fashioned table carpet. 
 
Look at the other objects on the table. 
What can you see?   
A cow hoof and a glass jar. In the glass jar, 
which is hard to see, the artist has included a 
cow’s hoof injected to show Jenner’s 
research. 
 

Country people believed that if someone 
caught cowpox, a non-fatal disease 
commonly caught by dairymaids, they would 
not catch smallpox. In 1796 Jenner tested 
the idea. He vaccinated an 8 year old boy, 
James Phipps, with cowpox and then with 
smallpox. The boy contracted cowpox but 
not smallpox. Within ten years vaccination 
was compulsory in Bavaria, and was 
compulsory in Britain by 1853. 

 
Of the five sitters you have seen so far 
who do you think has made the most 
important contribution to our society 
today and why?  
Discuss their relative merits. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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THE HOUSE OF COMMONS, 1833 
 
by Sir George Hayter 
oil on canvas, 1833-1843 
213 3/8 in. x 136 1/4 in. x 5 3/8 in. (5420 mm x 3460 mm x 135 mm) 
Given by H.M. Government, 1858 
Primary Collection 
NPG 54 
 

 
 
How many people are there? (Guess, 
don’t count)   
There are actually 375 MPs. Hayter had to 
abandon the idea of depicting all 658 MPs! 
 
Where are they meeting?   
The House of Commons. 
 

They are in the House of Commons 
chamber, St Stephen’s Chapel,  which was 
later destroyed by fire in 1834. Hayter had to 
record the details of the chamber accurately 
with no artistic modifications. 

 
How were extra MPs and visitors 
accommodated?   
There are galleries, and some people had to 
stand. Members of the House of Lords are 
standing in the foreground. 

How has the artist managed to show the 
individual MPs so clearly?   
Hayter asked every MP to sit for him so he 
could accurately record their features. He 
has used his skills in the art of perspective to 
allow the observer to look along the rows of 
faces. 
 
What have the MPs chosen to wear?   
They are dressed formally in dark coats, 
waistcoats, light-coloured trousers, white 
stocks and cravats. Some wear or hold top 
hats. Some wear fashionable whiskers. 
 
Are there any exceptions to plain dress?  
One prominent figure in military costume, 
the Marquis of Breadalbane, stands out as 
does the Duke of Wellington – bottom right 
hand corner – with bold sash across his 
chest. 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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How has the artist made the MPs look 
“active”?   
Everyone has an individual pose – gestures, 
turn of the head, expression. 
 
How is the chamber lit?   
An impressive brass chandalier hangs from 
the ceiling and a number a smaller ones  
hang from the brackets fixed to the galleries. 
 
Who is sitting at the centre of the 
chamber? How do you know that he is 
important?   
The speaker in his full-bottomed wig and 
lawyer’s robes. His impressive chain with the 
royal coat-of-arms and mace on the table in 
front of him – are symbols of power. The 
speaker oversees the business of the House 
and the behaviour of the MPs. 
 
What are the men doing who are siting 
directly in front of the speaker?   
Recording the business of Parliament – the 
wording of bills, details of Acts, etc. 
 
Look at the large windows and the trees 
outside. Can you guess the time of year?   
 

The event in the painting took place in 
February 1833. Overcast sky, wintry light but 
also leaves on the trees. 

 
How long do you think this painting took 
to complete?   
A long time – much longer than Hayter 
expected – from 1833 to 1843. 
 
What problems does an artist working on 
this scale face?   
Layout, drafting, size of canvas, working on 
the perspective, accuracy of detail, time 
spent working on so many individual 
likenesses, remembering who was who, 
expense of materials, physical problems – 
working on steps. 
 

Hayter could not get in all 658 MPs, so he 
maintained the relative size of each political 
party (Whigs on the left and Tories on the 
right). Whigs were led by Lord Grey and the 
Tories by the Duke of Wellington. 

 
 

Can you see the artist?   
Look down on the right hand side, there is a 
man sitting sketching on the steps, this is 
Hayden and he has a folio by his side which 
is signed and dated. 
 
 
The painting is an important record of the 
meeting of the first Reformed House of 
Commons on 5th February 1833. Can you 
think of an event in your lifetime that 
would justify such a large picture?  
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ANTI-SLAVERY SOCIETY CONVENTION, 1840 
 

by Benjamin Robert Haydon 
oil on canvas, 1841 
117 in. x 151 in. (2972 mm x 3836 mm) 
Given by British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, 1880 
Primary Collection 
NPG 599

 

 
 

The convention of the British and Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society was held in London at 
the Freemasons Hall in 1840. The aims of 
the society were the universal abolition of 
slavery and the slave trade and the 
protection of freed (emancipated) slaves in 
British colonies. Britain had abolished 
slavery in her colonies in 1833. 

 

 
 
Over 500 delegates had been invited but 
the artist could not include their numerous 
portraits. Can you estimate the number of 
people he painted?  
There are about 130 clearly identifiable 
sitters. 
 
 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp
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Who is the most prominent/important 
figure? Describe him and his pose.   
The man standing above the rest is an old 
man with silvery hair, dressed in a sober 
black suit and white shirt. His left hand is 
raised dramatically, his right hand resting on 
the table supports his aged body. This is 
Thomas Clarkson, one of the most important 
anti-slavery campaigners. 
 
Follow Clarkson’s gaze downwards. Who 
is he looking at? What are these two men 
thinking about each other, would you 
say?   
He is looking at a black African man. This is 
Henry Beckford, a freed slave from Jamaica. 
Beckford came to address the convention. 
The artist shows Beckford looking up at 
Clarkson with deep interest. Haydon wanted 
to show the emancipator and the 
emancipated side by side in equality and 
intelligence. One of the members has 
placed a reassuring hand on Beckford’s 
arm). 
 
Are there any other black people in the 
painting?   
Yes, four. Samuel Prescod from Barbados, 
Monsieur L’Instant from Haiti, Louis Lecesne 
also from Jamaica – they were not slaves. 
Edward Barratt, a freed slave, is in the 
audience. 
 
Are there many women present?   
There are a few, easily identified by their 
huge bonnets. 
 

On the far right of the picture there are two 
very important women in the anti-slavery 
movement – Amelia Opie, novelist and poet 
(black bonnet) and Lady Byron on her left. 
Just behind Thomas Clarkson is his 
daughter-in-law Mary Clarkson. Women 
played a vital role in the abolition of slavery 
movement right from the beginning. They 
organised boycotts on sugar, produced 
pamphlets and organised talks. However, 
women were not allowed to take part in the 
discussion during the convention! 

 
 
 
 

From what group in society do you think 
most of the delegates came from? Rich 
aristocrats, middle class or poor people? 
The vast majority were from the middle ranks 
of society. 
 

There were a significant number of non-
conformist clergymen (Baptists, 
congregationalists, Quakers) businessmen, 
a few soldiers and a professor. There were 
quite a few American delegates.  
 

 
Where is the light coming from in the 
painting?   
Possibly from the large windows on the left 
of the painting – light falls across Clarkson 
and the delegates. The candles in the large 
glass chandeliers have not been lit. 
 
What can you see on the table in front of 
Clarkson?   
There are quills, inks, books, rolls of paper. 
 
There are nine larger books in the 
foreground. What do you think they might 
contain?   
Records, evidence of the evils of slavery, 
speeches. 
 

The man on the far left holding a scroll of 
paper is G.W. Alexander, Treasurer of the 
Anti-Slavery Society.  

 
What might the Treasurer’s scroll contain?   
Records and accounts of cash to the 
Society. 
 
Why do you think there are so few black 
delegates at the convention?  
 
Why do you think that so many people 
wanted to abolish slavery worldwide?  
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WILLIAM WILBERFORCE 
 

by Sir Thomas Lawrence 
oil on canvas, 1828 
38 in. x 43 in. (965 mm x 1092 mm) 
Given by executors of Sir Robert Harry 
Inglis, 2nd Bt, 1857 
Primary Collection 
NPG 3 

  

 
 
William Wilberforce was one of the most 
important anti-slavery campaigners and 
reformers. 
 
 
What is the first thing you notice about 
this portrait?   
It is unfinished. The head has been painted, 
the rest of the body is drawn in black chalk 
on grey primed canvas. 
 
Describe the sitter’s face and expression.   
An elderly man with thick dark grey 
powdered hair, brown eyebrows, black eyes 
and ruddy cheeks. He has a particularly 
kind and sympathetic expression. 
 
What is he holding in his right hand?   
An eye glass. 
 
What is odd about Wilberforce’s pose? 
Does he look comfortable?   
He is sitting awkwardly with his head and 
neck at an angle. 
 

What might be the reason for this 
awkwardness?   
Wilberforce is elderly. 
 

Wilberforce was slight and frail in old age 
and those who knew him commented that 
his head almost rested on his chest. He had 
to wear a steel girdle cased in leather with 
arm supports to help keep him upright 

 
William Wilberforce was one of a large 
number of social and political reformers in 
the Regency period. Find out which other 
issues he campaigned about.   
He was against animal cruelty and child 
chimney-sweeps. He also believed in 
missionary work. 
 
 
 

http://www.npg.org.uk/primcoll.asp

