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The ‘Middling Sort’

After a financial crash in 1720, Britain
entered along period of economic and
political stability. With prosperity came
increased social mobility and the rise
of anew ‘middling sort’ — provincial
gentry, urban entrepreneurs and
wealthy merchants. Confident and
moneyed, this ‘middling sort” was
keen to commission paintings and

was attracted to a new style — the
conversation piece — with which they
could identify. Described at the time as
‘picturesin little’, conversation pieces
tended to be modest in size and scale,
suited to hanging in town houses rather
than vast country mansions.

The Importance of Conversation

Conversation —the exchange of ideas
between people, whatever their social
standing or connections —was at the
heart of the eighteenth-century
concept of civilized behaviour.

In an age that saw the growth of
newspapers, the birth of the novel and
the rise of English art, conversation
placed culture centre stage and was
viewed as a means of spreading social
refinement. This was reflected in
portraiture where the conversation
piece was all the rage. Consequently,
these modest group pictures are just
as likely to depict social gatherings as
extended family groupings.

Meaningful Things

This conversation piece, painted by
Frances Hayman in 1740, shows the
entrepreneur Jonathan Tyers —who
turned Vauxhall Gardens into London’s
favourite place of entertainment —
with his family in a modest domestic
interior. The painting is typical of the
‘conversation piece’ as it represents
a family or group of friends engaged
in informal activities: playing cards,
drinking tea or making music.

A fashionable setting, indoors or
outdoors, and a fine array of props
were also important. Artists paid
special attention to the family’s
possessions — here porcelain tea
things and fine furniture —to illustrate
their taste and wealth. Relationships
between people —indicated by
composition and gesture —were also
important, as these suggested relaxed
confidence and family harmony.

Jonathan Tyers and his Family
by Francis Hayman, 1740
NPG 5588

In-Focus

A Conversation of Virtuosis

The engraver George Vertue, included
here at the far left, called this painting a
‘Conversation of Virtuosis that usually
met at the Kings Armes, New Bond
Street a noted tavern’. They were
‘men of the highest Character in Arts
& Gentlemen Lovers of Art’. As the
exchanges between the figures
suggest, ashared interest in art was
what brought these professionals,
amateurs and connoisseurs together.

This painting also shows how social
life and patronage were influenced

by political loyalties and professional
interests. Most of the group were
Catholics and Tory sympathisers,
whose mutual concerns prompted
this conversation piece. The Catholic
artist Hamilton was paid by the sitters’
collective subscription. The completed
picture was raffled and won by the
painter Joseph Goupy, who is standing
near the middle of the back row
wearing dark brown.

A Conversation of Virtuosis
by Gawen Hamilton, 1735
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