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Fig 10:  
Francis Towne, 
Arricia. 11 July 
1781. Watercolour 
with pen and ink.

Death and resurrectionFrancis Towne: ‘the Rose in the Wilderness’

Explore online 

All of the works reproduced 
here are from the British 
Museum’s Department 
of Prints and Drawings. 
Information about them and  
about all the works in Towne’s 
bequest is available at   
britishmuseum.org/collection

Catalogue raisonné

In 2016 the Paul Mellon 
Centre for Studies in 
British Art will publish 
a free online catalogue 
raisonné of Towne’s work at 
francistowne.ac.uk, written 
by the guest curator of the 
exhibition and author of this 
leaflet Richard Stephens.

Exhibition events

Decline and fall:  
Francis Towne and  
the ruins of Rome
Tue 26 Jan, 13.15, Room 90
A gallery talk by Exhibition 
Curator Richard Stephens.
Free, just drop in

Curator’s introduction
Fri 5 Feb, 13.30,  
BP Lecture Theatre
Exhibition Curator Richard 
Stephens gives a 45-minute 
illustrated introduction to  
the exhibition.
Free, booking essential

Theory and practice  
in Towne’s watercolours 
of Rome
Fri 19 Feb, 13.15, Room 90
A gallery talk by Timothy 
Wilcox, independent scholar.
Free, just drop in

The selective eye:  
Francis Towne’s 
watercolours of Rome
Thu 21 Apr, 13.15, Room 90
A gallery talk by art historian 
and curator Anne Lyles.
Free, just drop in

Magick land?  
Francis Towne and  
his response to Rome
Fri 6 May, 13.15, Room 90
A gallery talk by  
Jonny Yarker, Director  
of Lowell Libson Ltd.
Free, just drop in

Decline and fall: 
Francis Towne and 
the ruins of Rome
Wed 15 Jun, 13.15, 
Room 90
A gallery talk by Exhibition 
Curator Richard Stephens.
Free, just drop in

Next in Room 90 

Between 8 Sep 2016 and 
29 Jan 2017 there will be 
two displays on in Room 90  
– Touch: works on paper  
by Maggi Hambling and  
The French portrait 1500–
1900: Clouet to Courbet.

Fund for the Future

Legacies from generous 
individuals remain as 
important as ever in 
strengthening the future  
of the British Museum.  
By leaving a gift in your will 
to the Fund for the Future, 
you can help us conserve 
the past for generations 
to come. If you would 
like more information, 
email legacymanager@
britishmuseum.org  
or call 020 7323 8421.

The watercolours of Rome that Francis Towne  
(1739–1816) left to the British Museum in 1816  
played a pivotal role in his life, and are acknowledged 
to be among the great creative landmarks in the art of 
British watercolour. To mark 200 years since his death, 
Towne’s bequest is being displayed in its entirety for  
the first time.

The study tour that Francis Towne undertook to Italy  
in 1780–1781 was the greatest event of his artistic 
life, and yielded some of the most arresting images  
of the Grand Tour tradition. Of the more than 200 
works now identifiable from the trip, Towne himself 
cherished above all his series of 54 views of Rome, 
which illustrate with rare clarity and elegance the 
widespread belief that the downfall of ancient Rome 
contained important lessons for the contemporary 
world. Back in England, Towne used these 

watercolours to gain recognition in the London art 
world. They formed the backbone of the retrospective 
solo exhibition he organised in 1805, with which 
Towne brought to a close his career as a professional 
exhibiting artist. When Towne bequeathed the 
Roman views to the British Museum in 1816, they 
also became his permanent public legacy. While 
these efforts did not bear fruit during his lifetime, 
early in the 20th century the attention the bequest 
received from connoisseurs who were reassessing 
18th-century art stimulated interest in Towne among 
museums and collectors, and laid the foundations  
for his revival.
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Fig 1: 
Francis Towne, 
A Ruin on the 
Road to the Ponte 
Nomentana.  
12 December 
1780, 2–4pm. . 
Watercolour with 
pen and ink.

Towne considered his Roman drawings to be the 
prime examples of his artistic abilities, and he 
bequeathed them to the British Museum in a final 
attempt to secure his reputation, posthumously.  
But while the gift was received politely (with a further 
donation from James White arriving in 1818), for  
a century it sat quietly on the print room shelves. 
18th-century watercolours were little esteemed by the 
Victorians, who considered them timid and colourless 
preludes to their own ‘paintings in watercolour’ whose 
palette and effects sought to rival oils. Towne himself 
had found no place in art historical accounts and  
by the early 1900s his obscurity was complete.

Yet his bequest played a belated but pivotal role 
in establishing Towne as one of his era’s greatest 
artists. Early in the 20th century a group of scholars 
began to re-evaluate their inherited views of  
18th-century watercolours, and their study of the 
British Museum’s portfolios of Towne’s elegant works 
helped to overturn the Victorian consensus. As the 
collector Paul Oppé (1878–1957) put it: ‘To those 
who are bound to an old fashioned conception of 
an English water colour school which is divided into 
a grey period before Girtin & Turner & a blaze of 
colour afterwards, Towne’s Roman Drawings are a 
disconcerting anomaly, far better left in the obscurity 
of the British Museum portfolios.’ Modernist taste of 
the 1920s and 1930s embraced the flat planes and 
spare, angular design of drawings like Arricia (fig 10), 
and Towne was feted as a pioneer. At the same time, 
a large collection of his drawings became available 
for sale, and by the 1950s Towne’s work was widely 
represented in museum and private collections 
across the UK and America. Towne was at last 
recognised as a figure worthy of attention.

Richard Stephens

pray remember this & be no longer like the Rose  
in the Wilderness – that blooms to fade unseen  
& wastes its sweetness in the Desart Air.’

Towne’s Exeter circle begrudged London’s cultural 
dominance. They espoused a value system based on 
the ancient classical ideal of ‘retirement’, shunning 
what they saw as the vanity, greed and duplicity of 
the modern city in favour of a more contemplative, 
plain and virtuous mode of living. Towne himself 
pursued a frugal and highly industrious life. In a 
1781 sonnet praising his close friend (and eventual 
executor) James White, London was the ‘vile capital... 
Profit its only aim, or short-lived fame’. By contrast 
Exeter was a refuge for ‘insulted taste’, in the ‘distant 
provinces, where nature still/Resides, where virtue 
for protection flies.’ Sharing this antipathy, after 
returning from the continent in 1781 it was not until 
1788 that Towne began a 15-year campaign for 
election to the Royal Academy. Receiving the news 
of his final defeat in 1803, Towne protested: ‘you 
must give up calling me a provincial Drawing Master. 
I never meant nor intended to go through life but 
professing myself a Landscape Painter.’

While London success eluded Towne, in the 1790s 
the work of his pupil John White Abbott (fig 9) 
was celebrated by critics there as a ‘chaste’ and 
unmannered alternative to the gaudy landscapes 
typically feted at the Academy. Abbott wrote 
disdainfully from Exeter that: ‘the modesty of Nature 
would cut as poor a figure in an [Academy] Exhibition  
as the cardinal virtues at a Rout or Ball.’

In his final years Towne became financially 
independent and, having dispensed with the 
Academy, made efforts to secure his artistic legacy 
by his own means. In 1805 he organised an exhibition 
of his life’s work, where his sketches of Rome were 
the centrepiece. These he bequeathed to the  
British Museum in 1816.

Towne was baptised in 1739 at Isleworth in 
Middlesex, and began his working life in London 
as a coach painter. However, by the mid-1760s he 
had moved to Exeter in the south-west of England, 
where he developed a successful career as a drawing 
master and local landscape painter. During the 
summer months Towne often undertook sketching 
tours, notably to north Wales in 1777 and the Lake 
District in 1786. In the summer of 1780 he undertook 
the great journey of his life, to Italy, and returned  
via the Alps the following year.

Over four decades, Exeter gave Towne affluence,  
but London repeatedly denied him recognition.  
While Towne was always a regular visitor and moved 
there permanently in his final decade, the capital’s art 
establishment could not readily accept his claims to be  
a proper landscape painter, since he made his living  
teaching drawing to genteel amateurs in a distant 
provincial city. His neglect of London’s Royal 
Academy earned a well-intentioned rebuke from his 
friend Richard Cosway in 1779: ‘The more excellent 
a man’s works are the more they ought to be seen... 
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Fig 9: 
John White Abbott 
(1763–1851), The 
Quarry, Peamore, 
Devon, 1796.
Watercolour with 
pen and ink over 
faint graphite 
sketch. 

Fig 8:  
John Downman 
(1750–1824), 
Study for a portrait 
of Mr Francis 
Towne of Exeter, 
Landscape Painter. 
1795. Charcoal, 
touched with 
red chalk and 
heightened  
with white.
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The views of Rome 
in England

Decline and fall

Using time well

‘He applies to his art with great industry’: Towne in Rome

war had shrunk the community of expatriate artists, 
but Towne worked alongside John ‘Warwick’ Smith 
(1749–1831) and his old London friend William Pars 
(c. 1742–1782). The remark of another painter, that 
Towne ‘had all the gravity and formality of a profound 
philosopher and deep thinker’ suggests he had 
discussions about art, and his sketches make the 
assimilation of new trends equally clear. Perhaps 
responding to Rome’s market for large-scale views, 
such as by printmakers Giovanni Volpato (1740–
1803) and Louis Ducros (1748–1810), Towne quickly 
abandoned the small paper of his initial weeks for 
sheets about three times the size. In due course he 
adopted thicker, locally sourced, wove paper capable 
of producing more luminous results, whose greater 
absorbency facilitated his experiments in applying 
coloured wash on the spot. Several Italian studies 
also bear Towne’s thumb or finger prints, which 
confirm the improvised circumstances in which he 
was working. Towne shared the widespread interest 
in the precise registering of effects of sunlight at 
different points in the day (fig 3), exemplified also in 
the work of Ducros, Jacob Philipp Hackert (1737–
1807) and Giovanni Batista Lusieri (1755–1821). 
Above all, Rome fostered a new monumentality in 
Towne’s work, in which he summoned the abandoned 
might of the ancient empire with new breadth and 
directness, drawing on the many studies in grandeur 
and decay etched by Giovanni Battista Piranesi 
(1720–1778).

As he travelled back to England with ‘Warwick’ Smith, 
Towne synthesised his Italian experience in a dazzling 
sequence of views among the lakes, mountains and 
glaciers of Lombardy, Switzerland and Savoy. Never 
was Towne’s drawing was more dramatic, fresh and 
incisive. Given what he accomplished on this brief 
study tour, we may wonder what might have resulted 
from a longer period abroad, both in his creative 
advancement and in attaining the recognition he 
sought during his later years.

Francis Towne’s short time in Rome was highly 
productive. As another artist there put it, he ‘applies 
to his art wt. great industry.’ Towne arrived in early 
October 1780. Many of his earliest sketches were 
drawn on country walks north of the city (fig 1), 
including a group of brilliant foliage studies in the 
Arco Scuro area (fig 2). Soon Towne was exploring 
the Colosseum (fig 4), and in the new year he 
sketched the Baths of Caracalla (fig 7) and sites 
around the Palatine Hill (fig 5). In March Towne 
visited the Welsh painter Thomas Jones (1742– 
1803) in Naples and during most of the time 
remaining before his departure in July he made 
excursions outside Rome, to the Vicenza Valley 
(April), Tivoli (April and May), and the Alban Hills  
(July, fig 6). Modern Rome was conspicuously absent 
from Towne’s sketches, and his coverage of the 
antiquities was highly selective. His working methods, 
as much as his style of drawing, were characterised 
by clarity, purpose and economy.

The study tour was a period of creative engagement 
with fellow artists and new ideas. The Anglo-French 

On his return from Rome, Towne sold copies of his 
Italian views to Exeter’s merchants and landowners. 
For instance, as he noted on several Roman views 
(figs 2, 5), in January 1786 he delivered a group of 
copies to Mrs Fortescue of Buckland House. Italy 
continued to inform Towne’s work in other ways. 
He inscribed several Lake District drawings made 
in 1786: ‘N.B. the paper this is drawn on I brought/
myself from Rome.’ By advertising this direct 
knowledge of Italy, Towne sought to incorporate his 
Italian experience into his public profile, and claim  
the status of a serious artist.

Watercolour in Britain underwent a decade of 
transformation in the 1790s and a new generation 

of artists gained attention with vivid colouring and 
strong paint-like effects. Towne’s commissions 
waned and, alongside his repeated failures to win 
recognition from the Royal Academy between 
1788 and 1803, the function of his Italian sketches 
changed. Around the turn of the century, he began 
to sort through and revise them, adding new layers 
of colouring and wash, adjusting his compositions 
with incidental features, placing them on stiff mounts 
and re-inscribing them. The Baths of Caracalla was 
mounted as late as 1811 (fig 7) and Rocca del Papa 
(fig 6), coloured in the 1800s, is typical of Towne’s 
efforts to accommodate his work to the demands  
of watercolour in the era of Turner and Girtin.  
As an overlooked artist in old age, it was natural for 
Towne to return to and re-present the drawings that 
were the foundation of his professional self-worth. 
As he entered retirement, the Italian sketches were 
shedding their role as artistic working capital,  
and were turning into Towne’s monument.

Fig 3: 
Francis Towne, 
Temple of Minerva 
at Sunset.  
3 July 1781.
Watercolour  
with pen and ink, 
strengthened  
with gum arabic.

Fig 2: 
Francis Towne,  
View on the Hollow 
Road near the  
Arco Oscuro.  
25 November 1780. 
Watercolour, with 
pen and ink.

Fig 5:  
Francis Towne, The 
Claudian Aqueduct, 
near the Arch of 
Constantine.  
16 February 1781. 
Watercolour with 
pen and ink.

Fig 7: 
Francis Towne, The 
Baths of Caracalla. 
January 1781. 
Watercolour with 
pen and ink.

For 18th-century Englishmen educated in the 
classics, the downfall of ancient Rome represented 
a moral warning about the risks to liberty and 
prosperity of abandoning a civic-minded lifestyle for 
luxury and corruption. This argument was advanced 
in Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and 
Fall of the Roman Empire, first published in 1776.

Towne’s Exeter circle were very receptive to this 
message, especially during the 1760s and 1770s 
when several controversies over individual liberties 
– notably the treatment of parliamentary reformer 
John Wilkes and the revolt of the American 
colonists – fed widespread opposition to the London 
government among the provincial middle classes. 
To its inhabitants, Exeter was a refuge of ancient 
English freedoms and invigorating classical virtue. 
Some expressed it through petitions, meetings and 
speeches, others with poetry, Rousseau-worship, 

Fig 4:  
Francis Towne, 
View under an arch 
of the Colosseum. 
18 November 
1780, 3–5pm. 
Watercolour with 
pen and ink.

Fig 6: 
Francis Towne, 
Rocca del Papa. 
Outlined 1781, 
tinted 180[?]. 
Watercolour with 
pen and ink.

essays and drawings. Towne’s major patron of the 
1770s, Viscount Courtenay, was the region’s leader 
of political opposition in the run-up to the bitter 1780 
general election. After losing, the Exeter poet Hugh 
Downman counselled: ‘Such is the will of Heaven, 
when great and proud/In wild excess, all empires 
have declined.’ This political moment and the ideology 
it spawned provide a fundamental context for the 
views of Rome – to draw Roman ruins was  
to articulate the warning visually.

Towne used his drawings to make historical points  
in ways relevant to contemporary events. When later 
in the 1780s a visitor thanked Towne for having 
shown him his views of Rome, he expressed ‘Delight 
in finding myself in Old Rome by the text & comment 
of yr Pencil’, but also apologising that he had 
‘declined entering into that historical Investigation you 
might have expected.’ The inscription on the back of  
View under an arch of the Colosseum (fig 4) looks 
like a springboard into such an investigation, for 
Towne had transcribed the wording on the Arch 
of Constantine, recording that ‘through a Divine 
impulse with a greatness of mind, and by force of 
arms he [the Roman emperor Constantine] delivered 
the Commonwealth at once from the Tyrant & all 
his Faction.’ For Towne’s public, the political crises 
of the 1760s and 1770s were moral battles fought 
by sturdy Englishmen to safeguard Magna Carta 
and the Bill of Rights. The parallel with William of 
Orange, who had (in their view) secured Protestant 
deliverance from James II’s Catholic tyranny, would 
have been unambiguous for Towne’s clientele of 
Devon families for whom William’s 1688 landing  
at Torbay and encampment in Exeter were glorious 
folk memories.

In A Ruin on the Road to the Ponte Nomentana (fig 1)  
Towne underlines the ruin’s message about the 
transience of man’s achievements by introducing a 
humble shepherd and his flock, who serve to contrast 
the former splendour of the ancient structure with  
its present decayed state.

In Rome Towne kept a meticulous diary, now lost,  
which finds an echo in the sometimes lengthy 
inscriptions he added to the backs of drawings. 
Many are inscribed with the time of day. Yet Towne did 
not register the local solar time in Rome, but the time 
back in England, where the more orderly mean time 
system operated. The difference signified a cultural  
gulf between Towne’s austere work ethic and the  
laxity and disorder into which 18th-century English 
visitors believed Italy had fallen, after its abandonment 
of civic virtue centuries earlier. For the English believed 
themselves – and not the unscrupulous innkeepers and 
ragged cattle herders they encountered on their travels 
– to be the heirs of ancient imperial Roman virtues of 
self-discipline, industry and vigour.

As a working artist, Towne’s need to review and 
account for his use of time, so expressive of his 
middle class provincial morality, fitted his public 
persona as a man of hard-working virtue whose 
works had a moral and intellectual purpose. 
To waste time was to fall into idleness and 
dissipation. Frugality and hard work were Towne’s 
defining characteristics. Towne incorporated the 
clock inscriptions into a broader approach to 
recollection of his time spent in Rome which was 
designed to prolong and maximise the tour’s value 
for him in various ways. Towne’s precise accounts of 
the Italian journey, delivered through letters, journals, 
inscriptions and drawings – and, no doubt, in many 
conversations after his return to England in 1781  
– enhanced his status within Exeter society.
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