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Introduction  
 Since 2006, my research into the history of 
electrometallurgy has aimed at altering assumptions 
about copies. Focusing in particular on the Victoria and 
Albert Museum’s electrotype collection, this work has 
contributed to the displays and interpretation of the 
V&A’s magnificently restored Cast Courts, and produced 
the book The Museum and The Factory.1 Underpinning it 
is a challenge to the generally accepted view that 
replicated, reproduced, and rescaled objects are in 
anyway inferior, devalued objects compared to the 
original artwork, artefact, or archetype from which they 
emerge. They are not. Like the human ‘replicants’ in the 
Blade Runner films, from the moment they are 
manufactured, every replica and reproduction acquires a 
life, a character, and uniqueness all its own.2 Each finds 
its own place in the world by making its individual social 
journey, which informs and shapes its cultural and 
political interpretation. The ‘prime object’3 may be the 
idea and product of an inspired moment of skilled labour 

and technique, touched by creativity and genius, but an 
archetype can soon become a prototype, a pattern or 
model in the design process of an industrialised copyist 
culture.4 This is why nineteenth-century electrotype 
editions are such complex interdisciplinary objects. From 
its inception, each facsimile requires a pluralistic 
understanding that extends far beyond the original 
archetype from which it was copied, or on which it was 
based. Whenever a replica is reproduced as an 
electrotype edition, the ‘original’ work of art accumulates 
multiple lives.  
 An object analysis of one of the V&A’s recent 
acquisitions illustrates this approach. In February 2020, 
just before the pandemic forced the Museum to close, it 
acquired a rare and remarkable mid-nineteenth-century 
publication. Delve into the item’s backstory and it soon 
becomes apparent that this humble looking book offers a 
keyhole through which one can observe a whole 
panorama of political, industrial, intellectual and cultural 
history in Victorian Britain. 

From Alexandria to Hyde, via Bovillæ and Rome, London 
and Birmingham: The Biography of an Electrotype of The 
Apotheosis of Homer  
Alistair Grant 

This page: 
 
Fig 1. The Apotheosis of Homer, marble relief, Archelaos of 
Priene (sculptor), 225 BC-205 BC, H: 121cm, W: 76cm, 
British Museum, London, museum number: 1819,0812.1. 
 
Facing page: 
 
Fig. 2. The Apotheosis of Homer: An electrotype. From the 
celebrated original bas-relief preserved in the British 
Museum. With a descriptive elucidation by Emile Braun. 
Published by H. Elkington and Co., London and 
Birmingham and Thomas McLean, London. 1949. H: 32cm, 
W: 21cm, National Art Library, Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, library number: 38041020004099. 
 
Left: the cover of the book. 
 
Right: the electrotype inside the back cover. 
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‘Things Greek’ – A New Acquisition by the Victoria and 
Albert Museum. 
 The Apotheosis of Homer; An Electrotype, from the 
Celebrated Original Bas-Relief in the British Museum, 
with a Descriptive Elucidation by Emile Braun was 
‘Published by H. [Henry] Elkington & Co., of London and 
Birmingham, and Thomas McLean, 26 Haymarket, 
London’ in October 1849. It is a slender cloth-bound 
book containing a seven-page essay about an ancient 
Greek marble relief, which was sculpted by Archelaus of 
Priene around the third century BC.5 It was written by the 
German classical philologist Dr [August] Emil Braun 
(1809-56).6 The marble sculpture is now in the British 
Museum (Fig. 1).7 But what makes the publication so 
thought-provoking as an historical object is that inside 
the back cover of the book there is a small-scale, copper, 
electrotype replica of the ‘original’ work of art (Figs. 2-3).  
 Among the ancient Greeks, the apotheōsis of 
someone was their elevation from being previously 
thought of as mortal to attaining the status of a god. It 
was the ultimate act of hero-worship and a kind of divine 
peerage. The noun apotheōsis derives from the ancient 
Greek verb apotheoun, which means ‘to deify.’ The verb 
first appeared in writing in The Histories of Polybius (c. 
200-118 BC); although Polybius criticised earlier 
historians for including the mythology of gods and 
heroes in historical accounts because ‘…finding 
themselves involved in an inextricable maze of 
falsehood, they try to cut the knot by the introduction of 
gods and heroes into what is meant to be genuine 

history.’8 The noun appeared for the first time in the 
writings of Cicero (106-43 BC), especially in De re 
publica, his Socratic dialogue with the deceased Scipio 
Aemilianus (185-129 BC) written from 54-51 BC about 
the historical development of the Roman constitution.9 
During the Hellenistic era, apotheōsis took on greater 
importance through the Roman cult of deifying dead 
kings and emperors and other great historical figures. 
Cicero drew on earlier authors, notably Quintus Ennius 
(239-c. 169 BC) to affirm an Ancient Greek and Roman 
polytheistic conception that made no firm distinction 
between gods and men and recognised that truly great 
and revered individuals, like Homer, could achieve 
sufficient celebrity, historical status, and widespread 
cultural adulation to attain eternal fame as a god. Cicero 
established apotheōsis as an ancient tradition ‘that 
acknowledges the divinity of outstanding servants of the 
state.’10 The word is now more commonly used in 
reference to a perfect example or the ultimate form of 
something. For example, one might describe Blade 
Runner as ‘the apotheosis of the sci-fi movie genre.’ 
 The V&A acquired the publication partly because it 
presents an ideal object of study in the Victorians’ all-
pervading preoccupation with the language, literature, 
and material culture of ancient Greece. Restorative 
interpretations of ‘classics,’ especially the Homeric epics, 
and the surviving relics, inscriptions, sculpture, and 
archaeological ruins of Greek architecture, enthralled the 
Victorian imagination. However, many of the surviving 
sculptures and archaeological finds of Greco-Roman 
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Fig. 3 facing page: The electrotype reduction 
of the Apotheosis of Homer plaque inside the 
back cover of the publication. 

antiquity have undergone repair and restoration in some 
measure, but rarely involved sensitive conservation and 
careful cleaning, especially in the eighteenth century. 
Restorers often made extensive ‘improvements.’ Some 
works were reassembled from unrelated fragments or 
had modern missing parts added.11 This raises issues 
about how to view the historicity of any work that has 
been restoratively reinterpreted, remade or altered by 
many hands across different historical periods and for 
the tastes of patrons from very different cultures. 
Likewise, when any work is copied – replicated, 
reproduced, or rescaled – for a very different patronage 
or public than it was intended for, can it still be viewed as 
a work of antiquity? The Apotheosis of Homer 
publication reveals the literal, symbolic, figurative, and 
metaphorical acquisition and appropriation of Greek 
heritage, particularly Homer, and its profound and 
enduring influence on the development of education, 
culture, politics, and religion in Britain from circa 1750. 
 According to the historian, Frank M. Turner, ‘Greek 
antiquity first assumed major intellectual significance in 
Germany. There, from approximately 1750 on, poets, 
literary critics, and historians of art looked to ancient 
Greece as an imaginative landscape on which they 
might discover artistic patterns, ethical values, and 
concepts of human nature that could displace those of 
Christianity and ossified French classicism. The 
discontinuity between [ancient] Greece and modern 
Christian Europe rendered the Greek experience all the 
more valuable and useful. Greece could represent 
almost any value or outlook that a writer wished to 
ascribe to it. The moral variety in Greek culture, which 
was fully recognized at the time, further contributed to 
the breadth of its perceived relevance … Things Greek 
thus contributed both to the devising of new myths and to 
the sustaining of old values in novel guises.’12 

 The electrotype also embodies the early-Victorians’ 
immense fascination with the new scientific discoveries 
and industrial applications of electro-metallurgy. 
Developed and patented from c. 1840, electro-metallurgy 
was barely a decade old as a commercial industrial art 
but was already being used extensively for the 
manufacture of electroplated flatware, holloware, and 
ornamental metalware design.13 The V&A’s new 
acquisition provides us with an exemplar of how this new 
industrial technology, which had revolutionised 
metalware manufacture, was also being used for the 
replication, reproduction, rescaling, and critical 
reinterpretation of historical art objects. The 
interdisciplinary nature of the publication, both as a 
written text – a scholarly essay explaining an ancient 
Greek sculpture from the critical perspective of the mid-
nineteenth century – and an electrotype replica made 
using cutting-edge mid-nineteenth-century materials 
science and industrial technology, gives it a complex 
historicity.  
 The Apotheosis of Homer publication may at first view 

seem to be relatively unassuming. It is modest in scale. 
It may appear to many museum goers to be an 
unashamedly highbrow acquisition and is perhaps not 
the general public’s usual idea of a popular crowd-pulling 
V&A showstopper. However, the interwoven backstories 
of the cultural context of its production and its 
extraordinary provenance open a far broader perspective 
onto nineteenth-century social and cultural history than 
might be anticipated. Few objects encompass such a 
profound and wide-ranging panorama across European 
history. Its multi-layered history represents a captivating 
social, political, literary and art historical journey, 
beginning c. 225 BC at Alexandria in the Nile Delta of 
Lower Egypt, via Bovillæ and Rome, London and 
Birmingham, to the cotton mills and calico printworks of 
Hyde in Cheshire and Clitheroe in the Ribble Valley of 
Lancashire amidst the bourgeois industrial and political 
revolutions of the late 1840s. 
 
Emil Braun and Henry Elkington – ‘Between the mother 
of Fine Arts and the industrial capital’ 
 Henry Elkington (1810-52), the publisher of the 
electrotype, was co-founder, c. 1836, of the great 
pioneering electroplaters, silversmiths, and bronzists, 
Elkington & Co. with his cousin, G.R. [George Richards] 
Elkington (1801-65). The surviving Elkington & Co. 
business records are held at the V&A.14 ‘No.61. 
apotheosis of Homer reduced from the marble in the 
British Museum’ is listed in Henry Elkington’s Ledger of 
‘Models &c. received of Dr Emil Braun for sale or 
reproduction on Royalty.’15 The Ledger lists 284 models 
of artworks in total, from public and private collections in 
Rome, and other illustrious collections in Europe that 
were identified and acquired by Emil Braun to be 
manufactured as electrotypes by Elkington. The ledger 
lists models of ancient Greco-Roman works, works from 
the Italian Renaissance, as well as contemporary 
Neoclassical works by artists working in Rome, notably 
the Danish sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770-1844) 
and Welsh sculptor John Gibson (1790-1866), which 
were all made into electrotypes by Elkington.  
 Dr Emil Braun (Fig. 4) was an eminent German 
archaeologist and classical scholar. Curiously, on the 
title page of The Apotheosis of Homer publication, his 
given name Emil is misspelt with a Francophile e at the 
end. He was recommended to G.R. Elkington in an 
introductory letter sent by their mutual friend, T.H. 
Tooke, on 26 March 1846. T.H. [Thomas Hammond] 
Tooke (1813-88) was formerly a partner in the 
manufacturing jewellers Tooke, Dixon, & Tooke at 37 
Hatton Garden, London.16 T.H. Tooke and G.R. 
Elkington had known each other since the 1830s, when 
Elkington was working for his uncles, George and Josiah 
Richards, learning the retail side of the gilt toymaking 
trade in their premises at 24 Bartlett’s Buildings, Holborn, 
near Hatton Garden, in London’s jewellery quarter. In 
September 1845, Tooke married Elizabeth Wontner 
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Fig. 4 left: Emil Braun, Unknown artist: signed ‘HB’, c. 
1840-1845, Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts (DAI), 
Rome, Archäologenbildnisse, p. 31. Inst. Neg. Rom 
76.862. 

(1818-61), daughter of the late John Wontner (1784-
1833), a successful London clockmaker who became 
Keeper of Newgate Prison in 1822. A clockmaker turned 
gaoler must have added poignancy to inmates doing 
time. Tooke left the jewellery trade to train for the church 
at Trinity College, Cambridge and was ordained on 3 
June 1849 by Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford 
(1805-73).17 In March 1846, he was visiting Rome with 
his bride when he made Emil Braun’s acquaintance. 
Following Tooke’s introduction, Braun wrote from Rome, 
‘the mother of Fine Arts,’ on 18 May 1846 to G.R. 
Elkington in Birmingham, ‘the industrial capital,’ to offer 
his services supplying models for Elkington & Co. He 
also asked Elkington to provide the equipment and 
training to help him in a business venture to establish an 
electrotype workshop on the Capitol in Rome with a retail 
gallery off the Piazza di Spagna.18 (See inset box, p. 47) 
 In October 1846, Braun recorded that one of 
Elkington & Co.’s electro-metallurgists had been in 
Rome for three-months: ‘A few days ago, the young 
Englishman left me after a three-month stay, who had 
accompanied the electro-magnetic machine for 
depositing copper, silver and gold, and to initiate us into 
the use of this truly magical instrument.’19 According to 
Paul and Helga Schmidt, Braun had previously made 
contact with Elkington & Co. on a visit to England in the 
summer of 1844 when he may also have toured their 
workshops in London or Birmingham.20 It then seems 
very likely that the initial recommendation of Elkington to 
Braun was made by Prince Albert (1819-61). The young 
Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha had become a close 
acquaintance of Emil Braun in March 1839 when he 
visited Rome, prior to his marriage to Queen Victoria. 

 On 29 November 1843, the Home Secretary, Sir 
James Graham (1792-1861), arranged a day trip at the 
young Prince Consort’s request, so that Albert could see 
for himself some of Birmingham’s most innovative new 
industries and manufactories. The royal visit was 
reported in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, which gave a 
detailed account of his tour of Elkington’s factory: ‘From 
Messrs. Sergeants’ the Prince repaired to Messrs. 
Elkington’s in Newhall-street, to inspect the process of 
plating on the electro principle. This new and beautiful 
invention is here carried on most extensively, the 
perfection to which the art is brought having superseded, 
to a great extent, the old system of gold and silver 
plating. … His Royal Highness was very minute in his 
inquiries, and manifested considerable acquaintance 
with the principles of science upon which the 
manufacture is based. The Prince was especially 
interested with the operations of the batteries in 
connection with the solutions of various metals, and 
witnessed not only the coating of various ornaments with 
gold and silver, but also the production of solid articles 
manufactured both in silver and copper entirely from 
solutions.’21 

 As artistic director of the firm, Henry Elkington, who 
was fluent in French, subsequently corresponded with 
Emil Braun. From 1849-56, Braun was paid a Royalty for 
each electrotype manufactured from his models. It is 
clear from the surviving correspondence that Henry 
Elkington and Emil Braun had plans to greatly develop 
their partnership supplying electrotypes of ancient works 
of art to Elkington. However, a memo dated 12 
September 1857 concludes Henry Elkington’s Ledger, 
stating that Elkington & Co. had acquired all of Braun’s 
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models. ‘September 12th; agreed to purchase the whole 
of Dr Brown’s [sic] stock after which date no further 
Royalties are to be paid on account of these models.’22 

 On 6 October 1849, The Times newspaper had 
published a glowing review of The Apotheosis of Homer, 
which encouraged ‘the patronage of the public’: 
 ‘M. Emile Braun, a native of Germany, already known 
in the domain of the fine arts from his connexion with the 
museums of Rome and the various societies of the 
continent, has succeeded in applying the process of 
electrotype to the reproduction of ancient bas-reliefs. M. 
Braun has just published a beautiful specimen of ‘the 
Apotheosis of Homer,’ of which the original is to be seen 
in the British Museum, together with a descriptive 
elucidation of the details of that fine bas-relief. It is 
unnecessary to do more than refer our readers to M. 
Braun’s work for a proof of the signal success of his 
ingenious and praiseworthy experiment, a repetition of 
which, applied to other antique specimens, will, we trust, 
be encouraged by the patronage of the public. The 
‘Apotheosis of Homer,’ once the pride of the Colonna 
Collection, was purchased for the British Museum at a 
high price. ‘For the practical study of the elements of 
mythology,’ remarks M. Emile Braun in his interesting 
treatise, ‘and of the peculiar language by which Greek 
art develops its ideas, no monument can be so well 
adapted as this specimen of a class of art of which no 
other example has been saved from destruction. The 
reduction of it, therefore, now laid before the public, 
multiplied by the process of electrotyping, may enable 
even those who have no access to the original to admire 
all those individual details which the finest engraving 
could not render with truth and exactness; and may, at 

the same time, instruct the modern eye in the better 
understanding of ancient sculpture.’ We heartily wish M. 
Braun success.’23 

  Braun had first travelled to Rome in the autumn of 
1833 to assist [Friedrich Wilhelm] Eduard Gerhard (1795
-1867) as an amanuensis. Gerhard appointed him as a 
librarian of the Instituto di corrispondenza archeologica 
(ICA), now the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut (DAI). 
Braun later became the ICA’s secretary, a post he 
retained until his death.  
 Gerhard founded the ICA at Rome in 1829 as a pan-
European research and publication network for sharing 
the study of ancient art and epigraphy. Braun had 
studied classical archaeology at Göttingen, Munich, 
Dresden, and Paris before Gerhard invited him to Berlin. 
Braun’s employment by the ICA brought him into contact 
with most of the leading classical archaeologists, 
historians, and philologists across Europe, including the 
pioneering archaeologist, linguist and Egyptologist [Karl] 
Richard Lepsius (1810-84); Wilhelm Ludwig Abeken 
(1813-43) a leading scholar on ancient Italy; [Johann 
Heinrich] Wilhelm Henzen (1816-1887), the philologist 
and leading authority on Latin epigraphy; Theodor 
Mommsen (1817-1903), the archaeologist who founded 
the comprehensive collection of ancient Latin 
inscriptions Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, and the 
classical philologist Friedrich Gottlieb Welcker (1784-
1868). Through his mentor Gerhard, Braun also became 
acquainted with the Danish Neoclassical sculptor Bertel 
Thorvaldsen.  
 Braun’s association with the ICA, and all the leading 
classical scholars of Europe, greatly improved the 
antiquarian and art historical merit of Elkington & Co.’s 

Sir, Mr. Tooke has kindly allowed me to use his name to introduce myself to you. 
Sir, I pray you honour me with a response to the following requests: 
 
1. Can I obtain an electro-magneto machine from you like the one you are using at your electroplating 
works and on what terms? 
2. Could you provide me with a tradesman capable of establishing a workshop operating the new system? 
Or, would you be good enough to allow one of my people to visit your vast establishment? 
 
Me, on my part, I know not what my experiences in the Fine Arts offer you, to which I have applied your 
process with a success that satisfies not only the public, but even artists. In case you want to profit from my 
meagre talents and limited knowledge, although well-intentioned, I would promptly come to assist you in 
Birmingham and then maintain a lively correspondence between the mother of Fine Arts and the industrial 
capital. I know Mr. [Benjamin] Schlick [1796-1872] is there to lend you his excellent services and you have 
received through his mediation the most curious antique models, but sometimes a third person is capable 
of supplying a not unworthy light on a branch that is beginning to blossom. 
 
I pray you kindly forgive my liberty, 
I declare myself your very obedient servant, 
Emil Braun 
Rome, 18th May 1846 
 
 
‘Letter sent by Dr Emil Braun from Rome to G.R. Elkington in Birmingham, 18 March 1846’, translated from 
the original French. V&A, Elkington Archive, AAD/1979/3/1/8, p. 133. 
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electrotypes. However, the tragically early deaths of 
Henry Elkington on 26 October 1852 and Emil Braun on 
12 September 1856, both still in their forties, meant that 
their plans to manufacture editions of electrotype 
replicas, which they termed Classical Iconography, were 
never fully accomplished.24 Their unrealised joint-venture 
is a great ‘what might have been’ of both art history and 
classical philology. 
 Elkington referred to these early electrotypes of 
‘antique specimens,’ which were produced for the 
burgeoning intellectual and antiquarian market of the 
1840s and 1850s, as ‘publications.’ The term openly 
promoted that each electrotype referred to an archetype, 
an original model or artwork, from which it was copied. It 
emphasized that an electrotype was a referential, 
informative object that could be ‘read’ by those 
knowledgeable in art history and literate in the grammar 
of ornament and design. The term ‘publication’ likened 
electrotype editions to books, engravings, and 
photographs (another recent invention).25  
 The close literary reading and interpretation of every 
visual detail in an object’s design delighted early 
Victorians and conferred cultural value upon it. Erudition 
of ornament and design was as important as the 
appreciation of skilled and laborious workmanship. In an 
essay on early Victorian art, the former Deputy Director 
of the V&A, Paul Oppé (1878-1957), wrote: ‘If one clear 
feature emerges in the period of confusion and transition 
through which English art passed between 1830 and 
1865, it is the complete predominance of subject over 
treatment, and of the intellectual and moral elements 
over the sensory and the aesthetic.’26 

 
The Homeric Question 
 The commercial demand that Henry Elkington and 
Emil Braun envisioned for the publication was 
undoubtedly influenced by the publication in 1846 of the 
first volume of A History of Greece by George Grote 
(1794-1871),27 which he finally completed a decade later 
in 1856. In 1846, Grote’s scholarly reinterpretation of 
Homer appeared as a radical bourgeois reappraisal of 
the aristocratic privilege that had shaped the study of 
classics. Literae Humaniores, the study of ‘Greats’ at the 
elite public schools and universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge, and on the gentleman’s Grand Tour, was 
afforded only by the noble and wealthy. The very phrase 
‘Greats’ intimated intellectual and moral superiority. 
Grote, based on his readings of the German classical 
scholarship of Barthold Georg Niebuhr (1776-1831)28 

and Friedrich August Wolf (1759-1824), cast doubt on 
the historicity of Homer and his epics. ‘Who or what 
was Homer? What date is to be assigned to him? What 
were his compositions?’ asked Grote.29 He recast the 
Homeric epics as a collective literary myth and not 
empirical history in order to politically reinterpret the texts 
in ways that presaged the bourgeois democratic 
revolutions that erupted across Europe in 1848. During 
one of the most momentous and radical years in 
European history, royal and aristocratic rule was 
overthrown across continental Europe and Britain was 
shaken by the Chartist riots. The V&A’s new acquisition 
must be seen in the historical context of the political and 
social turmoil that rocked Britain’s intellectual and 
cultural climate at this time.  

 In his teaching at Universität Halle between 1783-
1806, Wolf established classical philology as a distinct 
modern academic discipline. The publication of 
Prolegomena ad Homerum in 1795 raised the ‘Homeric 
Question’ by questioning with detailed evidence the 
authorship of the Homeric epics, which had been 
doubted since antiquity.30 The Prolegomena convincingly 
posited that an ancient blind bard named Homer could 
not be the sole author of the Iliad and Odyssey. Wolf 
showed that the poetry had been composed by 
contiguous oral transmission and collective artistic 
endeavour and only much later found a literary unity that 
was imposed on it as an authored written text.  
 Wolf opened the way to a rational understanding of 
the epic oral tradition and the origins of poetry and song. 
His approach to classical philology emphasized historical 
science (so-called Positivism) based on factual proof, 
however fragmentary and meagre it may be, over the 
sensory and aesthetic estimation of antiquity. Walter 
Burkert (1931-2015), the German classical philologist 
and religious anthropologist, wrote that in the 
Prolegomena ‘Philology broke free of theology.’31 Wolf 
had a seismic and lasting influence on the humanistic 
landscape of the nineteenth century. If the authorship 
and historicity of Homer could be doubted, so too could 
many other sacred texts from antiquity, including The 
Bible, which shook the religious and political foundations 
of Europe. 
 Wolf lacked a clear concept of how epic poetry could 
be orally transmitted through song recital and narrative 
performance with fluency and fluidity over many 
centuries without the use of writing. But by carefully 
avoiding conjecture about how the early oral versions 
were copied and remembered to eventually become the 
‘complete’ written Homeric epics, he nevertheless 
established a historical concept of transition from the oral 
culture of Homeric Greece to the written culture of 
Platonic Greece. With scholarly rigour and authority, 
Wolf showed that Homer lived in a culture without an 
alphabet and could not have had literacy or a literary 
sensibility, and that the Iliad and Odyssey could not have 
been composed and written down in their entirety until at 
least around the time of Solon of Pisistratus c. 630-c. 
560 BC. He proved that the two Homeric epics could not 
be the work of a single poet but must have gradually 
evolved through centuries of unlettered oral tradition long 
before they were written down. 
 The Prolegomena began 140 years of scholarship 
that made the Homeric Question a modern phenomenon 
that culminated in the studies of Milman Parry (1902-35), 
who defined the principles of oral form and 
characteristics of oral style by comparing the unlettered 
folk tradition of South Slavic heroic songs to Homer’s 
early Greek epic poetry. ‘When one hears the Southern 
Slavs sing their tales, he has the overwhelming feeling 
that, in some way, he is hearing Homer.’32 Parry 
analysed how epic oral poetry and song came into being 
and were passed from one poet or singer to another, 
changing over time. ‘As in the sculpture of Phidias the 
genius of the artist has blended with that of his race so 
inextricably that the two are hard to distinguish: they can 
only be realized in the perfection of the result.’33 

 Parry concluded that the classical scholars’ Homeric 
Question about the authorship of the Iliad and Odyssey 
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‘… unhappily, was the wrong one, because in it they 
failed to see that an oral poem undergoes two kinds of 
creation, that of the man who first makes it and that of 
the man who sings it each time. … It was simply that they 
had never heard or dreamed of a poem being otherwise 
than fixed, so they left the factor of the fluidity of the oral 
poem altogether out of their equation and got the answer 
that whereas the author of a written poem is so-and-so, 
the author of the oral poem is the people. The solution to 
the age-long problem they then set forth in a pleasant 
setting on the genius of the folk, which were then 
prompted largely by the democratic faith in man, but 
which have since, not without a certain irony, become 
the heart of various doctrines of nationalism.’34 

 In December 1832, following the Great Reform Act, 
George Grote became an MP representing the 
Philosophic Radicals. He served in three parliaments 
until he resigned in 1841. After a trip to Italy in 1842, he 
devoted himself to the study of ancient Greece and 
published the first two volumes of A History of Greece in 
1846.  
 It was largely due to Grote’s History that popular 
knowledge and working-class interest in ancient Greece 
thrived during the late-nineteenth century in Britain so 
much so that political activists like the Chartist Thomas 
Cooper (1805-92) gave popular talks to literate middle- 
and working-class audiences on ‘the ennobling 
principles of democracy’ based on his own radical 
reading of Homer.35 Cooper was the illegitimate son of a 
fisherman’s daughter and an itinerant dyer who taught 

himself Greek and Latin and became a tutor at the 
Lincoln Mechanics Institute. By 1840, he was a journalist 
on the Leicestershire Mercury and a committed Chartist 
leader. From 1845, he began giving public lectures on 
historical and educational subjects promoting a reformist 
political perspective of universal suffrage.36 

 
Mrs Ashton 
 In pencil on the title page of the V&A’s new 
acquisition is a handwritten inscription, ‘Mrs Ashton from 
the author,’ which was written by Emil Braun to the first 
owner of the book (Fig. 5). It provides a window onto 
how the educational, intellectual, and class aspirations of 
Victorian society were reshaped by the industrial 
consumer economy and global colonialism of the 1840s. 
 The name ‘Mrs Ashton’ connects The Apotheosis of 
Homer to the cotton manufacturing and calico printing 
trades of Cheshire and Lancashire. Evidence suggests 
that this electrotype publication was gifted by the author 
to Elizabeth Ashton (née Gair; 1820-1914) sometime 
after April 1852. She was the daughter of Samuel 
Stillman Gair (1790-?) of Boston, Massachusetts. Her 
father was involved in the American cotton trade and 
banking and moved to England in 1832 to establish a 
branch of Baring’s Brothers bank in Liverpool. He 
became a British citizen in 1842.  
 On 14 April 1852, Elizabeth Gair married Thomas 
Ashton (1818-98), a wealthy cotton mill owner, 
philanthropist, and social reformer. He had studied 
chemistry and printing techniques at the Universität 

Fig. 5. ‘Mrs Ashton from the author,’ detail from the title page 
(left) of The Apotheosis of Homer, National Art Library, Victo-
ria and Albert Museum, London, library number: 
38041020004099. 
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Heidelberg in the late 1830s, which gives Mrs Ashton’s 
acquisition of the electrotype an added technical 
resonance.  
 In 1854, Mr and Mrs Ashton employed the 
Manchester-based architect Edward Walters (1808-72) 
to build a new country house at Didsbury, which they 
named Ford Bank, where they accumulated an 
impressive industrial art collection. 
 In the spring of 1856, Thomas Ashton, with his friend 
and fellow art collector Thomas Fairburn (1823-91), 
formed an Executive Committee to organise the Art 
Treasures Exhibition, which took place in Manchester 
from 5 May to 17 October 1857. When the Exhibition 
closed, it was eulogised in the Morning Post: ‘The 
Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition has now passed 
into history … and it is entitled to a prominent position 
amid the incidents of that great educational movement 
which reflects so much credit on our age. … The most 
pleasing fact connected with the Manchester Exhibition 
was the testimony it afforded, that in a great commercial 

community, when all other pursuits might be supposed 
subordinate to that of gain, there was yet a vivid 
appreciation of all that is most sublime and beautiful, of 
all that is most tender and touching, in ideal art.’37 

Reviewing the event in April 1858, George Scharf (1820-
95), the art secretary of the Manchester Exhibition and 
first director of the newly-founded National Portrait 
Gallery in London, eulogised its two organisers: ‘Mr. T. 
Fairbairn and Mr. T. Ashton were truly indefatigable; nor 
can there be any doubt that the successful working of the 
whole enterprize was mainly owing to their 
clearsightedness, energy and devotion.’38 Scharf then 
goes on to make the interesting observation: ‘Among 
objects of ancient art placed chiefly in the southern 
transept and in the south aisle of the nave … were many 
small objects of considerable importance. Two large 
glass cases contained some very fine specimens of 
painted Greek vases of the best period. … Most of them 
had been published whilst formerly in the possession of 
Dr. Emil Braun…’39 

 A photograph of December 1889 portrays the Ashton 
family, outside Ford Bank, with their close friends William 
Ewart Gladstone (1809-98) and his wife Catherine 
Gladstone (née Glynne; 1812-1900) (Fig. 6). Gladstone 
was obsessed with Homer. His diaries reveal that 
throughout his political career he read passages of 

Fig. 6. William Ewart Gladstone (centre) and Catherine Glad-
stone with the Ashton Family at Ford Bank, Didsbury, 1880, 
Manchester City Council Documentary Photography Archive 
(DPA), identifier: GB127.M107. 
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the Iliad and Odyssey almost daily. In 1858, he 
published the three-volume work, Studies on Homer and 
the Homeric Age.40 However, Gladstone’s classical 
scholarship was not held in high regard by his peers. 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-92) scathingly dismissed 
Gladstone’s Homeric studies as ‘hobby-horsical,’ and the 
politician and classical scholar, George Cornewall Lewis 
(1806-63), thought Gladstone’s views on Homer were 
‘fundamentally wrong,’ while Benjamin Jowett (1817-93), 
Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, said of Gladstone’s 
book, ‘It’s a mere nonsense.’41 Nevertheless, Gladstone 
was an avowed Homeric superfan and the close family 
friendship between the Ashtons and Gladstones may 
have fostered an interest in Homer that led Mrs Ashton 
to acquire Braun’s electrotype of The Apotheosis of 
Homer. 
 However, Gladstone’s primary motive in publishing 
his Studies was as a reactionary political refutation of the 
radical and reformist interpretation of Homer in Grote’s 
History. Grote saw the monarchical tyranny of ancient 
Greece represented by the oral tradition of the Homeric 
epics as an historically barbaric and undemocratic early 
period of a developing nation state. Gladstone strongly 
disparaged the idea of political decisions being made by 
majority rule rather than by a ruling elite of ‘wisdom and 
virtue,’ and he famously wrote: 
 ‘Decision by majorities is as much an expedient, as 
lighting by gas. We follow it as best for us, not as best in 
itself. The only right to command, as Burke has said, 
resides in wisdom and virtue. In their application to 
human affairs, these great powers have commonly been 
qualified, on the one hand by tradition and 
prepossession, on the other hand by force. Decision by 
majorities has the great merit of avoiding, and that by a 
test perfectly definite, the last resort to violence; and of 
making force itself the servant instead of the master of 
authority. But our country still rejoices in the belief, that 
she does not decide all things by majorities. The first 
Greeks neither knew the use of this numerical dogma, 
nor the abuse of it. They did not employ it as an 
instrument, and in that they lost: but they did not worship 
it as an idol, and in that they greatly gained.’42 

 Like many industrialists and civic leaders of the 
nineteenth century, Thomas Ashton presents a complex 
mix. He was a leading light in the Liberal Party in 
Manchester and became the first mayor of Hyde, but he 
declined several times to stand for Parliament. Around 
the time of Gladstone’s visit in 1889, he declined a 
baronetcy offered to him by the Prime Minister. Mr and 
Mrs Ashton’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth Marion (1854-
1939), married James Bryce (1838-1922),43 later 
Viscount Bryce, both to the left of Fig. 6, who became 
British Ambassador to America in 1906. Mr and Mrs 
Ashton’s eldest son, Thomas Gair Ashton (1855-1933), 
on the right, later inherited and ran the family cotton 
business.44 He was a Liberal MP from 1895 until 1911 
when he was raised to the peerage as Baron Ashton of 
Hyde. During the First World War, Lord Ashton chaired 
the cotton exports committee that enforced the blockade 
of supplies into Germany and Europe, which was an 
important strategic role because cotton was a key raw 
material used in munitions. Another daughter, Margaret 
Ashton (1856-1937), back centre, was a champion of 
women’s suffrage who became Manchester’s first 

woman councillor.45 She inherited her father and 
grandfather’s reformist views and political activism, but 
she left the Liberal Party over the issue of women’s 
suffrage and joined the fledgling Labour Party.  
 From circa 1806, seven Ashton brothers 
industrialised and greatly developed the cotton 
handloom weaving business established by their 
grandfather Benjamin Ashton (1718-91) and father 
Samuel Ashton (1742-1812). Samuel (1773-1836), 
Thomas (1775-1845), James (1777-1841), John (1779-
1846), Joseph (1784-1856), Benjamin (1789-1835), and 
Robert (1797-1856) together ran a cotton spinning, 
weaving, dyeing, and printing business that had over 200 
steam-driven looms in operation by 1819. By the mid-
nineteenth century, they employed thousands of workers 
in combined spinning and weaving mills when most early 
mills were more specialised.  
 Benjamin and Joseph acquired land at Newton Bank 
to establish a cotton and calico printworks in 1812, which 
retained the Ashton name until 1970. In 1899, F. W. 
Ashton and Co. Ltd. was part of the 46 British companies 
that formed the Calico Printers Association. But in 
September 1823, a rift between Samuel and Thomas 
broke up the brothers’ partnership. Thomas (Thomas 
Ashton’s father) took sole control of the meadows 
between Hyde and Newton, which he named Flowery 
Field, and where he greatly developed Bayleyfield, 
Carrfield, and Throstle Bank mills and continued to style 
his business Ashton Brothers (Fig. 7). 
 Thomas Ashton (the elder) held radical political views 
and was a friend of Richard Cobden (1804-65), John 
Bright (1811-89), and other Anti-Corn Law League 
radicals. Thomas Ashton (the younger) inherited not only 
the cotton mills from his father but also a reforming zeal 
and reputation for treating his workers well with fair 
wages, cheap rents, social welfare, sanitation, child and 
adult education, at a time when most other mills paid low 
wages for 18-hour workdays in poor working conditions 
and used child labour. Underpinning the family’s wealth 
was cotton grown by enslaved people on plantations in 
the USA. However, like Cobden and Bright, both father 
and son were religiously and politically opposed to 
slavery. From as early as January 1850,46 and especially 
after the formation of the Cotton Supply Association in 
1857, Thomas Ashton (the younger) was involved in 
political lobbying to improve the agricultural and 
transport infrastructure of British India and abolish 
protective tariff duties on raw cotton from India to provide 
a cost-efficient source of paid (colonial or indentured) 
agricultural labour to profitably supplant the slavery of 
the antebellum South. 
 Isaac Watts, secretary of the Cotton Supply 
Association, later described its foundation: ‘An 
insurrection of the slave population of the Southern 
States, or any interruption of friendly relations between 
the American Government and our own, must obviously 
be attended with disastrous consequences – with much 
suffering and loss – to all connected with the cotton trade. 
It was said more than once, on the other side of the 
Atlantic, that England would not venture to take any 
course of action which would involve the loss of the 
American supply of cotton and throw more than two 
million of people out of employment. Then, again, there 
was the hateful system of slavery, so repugnant to the 
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best feelings of our nature, always associated with the 
production of American cotton, and a longing desire ever 
increasing in intensity was cherished to provide the raw 
material for our mills, without inflicting the cruelty and 
oppression to which we could never be insensible. The 
danger which existed in consequence of this 
dependence upon America for cotton, and the causes 
which might at any time cut off the supply, were clearly 
apprehended by thoughtful minds, and often became the 
subject of anxious consideration.’47  
 Thomas Ashton’s cotton mills were financially 
resilient when the US Civil War caused the Lancashire 
Cotton Famine of 1861-64. Britain’s supply of raw cotton 
shifted rapidly from the Confederate States of America to 
British India, which had recently come under Crown rule 
after the Indian Rebellion of 1857. In 1861, India 
contributed only 31% of the total raw cotton imported into 
Britain but after the first full year of the Civil War in 1862, 
India was supplying around 90% of Britain’s raw cotton 
and Bombay was unrivalled as the world’s greatest 
cotton export centre until the 1870s.48 The Cotton 
Famine hit the mills and related trades in northwest 
England hard, as Richard Cobden told the Central Relief 
Committee: 
 ‘It is totally exceptional. The state of things has no 
parallel in history. It is impossible you could point out to 
me another case, in which, in a limited sphere, such as 
we have in Lancashire, and in the course of a few 
months there has been a cessation of employment at a 
rate of £7,000,000 sterling per annum in wages. There 
has been nothing like it in the history of the world for its 
suddenness, for the impossibility of dealing with it, or 
managing it in the way of an effective remedy.’49 

 However, Thomas Ashton’s mills remained open and 

he kept his workers in full employment by running his 
looms on short time, maintaining machinery, employing 
them in his brickworks, and building a new mill at 
Throstle Bank, Hyde. In 1866, his workers subscribed to 
produce a written testimonial to him as an expression of 
the ‘deep respect and gratitude for the liberality 
manifested towards us especially during the late 
distress.’50 By 1881, his mills employed 2461 people – 
818 males and 1644 females. In the census of that year, 
Thomas Ashton, aged 63, described himself pointedly as 
an ‘East India Merchant & Cotton Manufacture Master.’ 
Mrs Ashton, aged 50, is chauvinistically recorded simply 
as ‘Merchant’s Wife.’ 51 The Ashtons’ cotton mills at 
Flowery Field, Hyde, have only recently been 
demolished (Fig. 8). 
 
Scholarship Among Women 
 The web of social, political, and intellectual 
connections that surrounds The Apotheosis of Homer 
electrotype acquired by the V&A takes us even further 
into Victorian social and cultural reform. Lucretia 
Wainwright Gair (1823-59), Mrs Ashton’s younger 

Facing page: 
 
Fig. 7. Thomas Ashton’s Carrfield Mill at Flowery Field, Hyde, 
postcard, c. 1920.  
 
This page:  
 
Fig. 8 left: Demolition of Ashton Brothers’ cotton mills at Flowery 
Field between 2007-2013. Photo by Tom, Thursday 17 June 
2010: https://hydonian.blogspot.com. 
 
Fig. 9 right: William Rathbone VI, oil on canvas, P. Collings, 
1900, Bangor University, accession number: OP00146. 
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sister, was married on 6 September 1847 to William 
Rathbone VI (1819-1902), a wealthy Liverpool merchant. 
In October 1838, he and Thomas Ashton studied 
together at the Universität Heidelberg and in 1839 took 
an Italian grand tour. On returning to London, Rathbone 
trained as a clerk in the London offices of Baring 
Brothers. By 1842, he had become a partner of his 
father’s firm of Rathbone Brothers & Co. and was 
working in the Liverpool offices, which is how he and his 
friend Thomas Ashton met and married the daughters of 
Samuel Stillman Gair.  
 Starting as timber merchants in the 1720s, the 
Rathbone family business diversified into shipping and 
overseas trade before moving into finance. Rathbones is 
now a FTSE 250 public company. William Rathbone VI 
was Liberal MP for Liverpool from 1868-80 (Fig. 
9). Lucretia tragically died at the young age of 36 in 
1859, following the birth of their fifth child. After her 
death, the palliative healthcare given to her at home by a 
nurse named Mary Robinson prompted her husband to 
campaign for a national system of training and 
employing district nurses to ensure that the poor could 
benefit from similar level of healthcare that he had 
afforded his wife. Through his philanthropy for training 
nurses, he became a close friend of Florence 
Nightingale (1820-1910) and together they were 
instrumental in founding The Queen's Nursing Institute, 
which organised the training and supply of district nurses 
through a national network of regional bodies that was 
central in establishing nursing as a profession. 
 During the US Civil War, William Rathbone VI tried to 
prevent the building of naval vessels for the Confederacy 
by British shipbuilders. This became a major diplomatic 
issue after it emerged that the successful commerce 

raider CSS Alabama had been built in secrecy at John 
Laird Sons & Company’s shipyard near Birkenhead. Like 
the Ashtons, the Rathbones were notable as a family 
from the northwest of England that supported the 
abolition of slavery. William Rathbone VI and Thomas 
Ashton shared a Unitarian faith and were united by an 
ecumenical and evangelical passion for social justice. 
Their motivation for social reform and opposition to 
slavery came from a non-conformist liberal theology that 
sought human liberty, common welfare, and universal 
education at home and abroad through a capitalist 
ideology of liberating industrial progress.52 

 It is striking that both Thomas Ashton’s daughter, 
Margaret (Fig. 10), and William Rathbone’s daughter, 
Eleanor Florence (1872-1946) (Fig. 11),53 became 
prominent suffragists and politicians. In 1892, Eleanor 
Rathbone began studying Greek with the influential 
classics tutor Janet Case (1863-1937), who read 
classics at Girton College, Cambridge from 1881-85. In 
1893, with her father’s support and encouragement, 
Eleanor went to Somerville Hall, Oxford, which became a 
college the following year. She was the only Somerville 
student in her year to study Greats. She was tutored 
in Roman History by Henry Francis Pelham (1846-1907), 
who strongly supported women’s education at Oxford, 
advocating female admission to lectures, exams, and 
degrees. He was co-founder of Somerville Hall and often 
tutored its best students. Eleanor also studied Greek 
History with Reginald Macan (1848-1941) at University 
College, who insisted on the study of archaeological 
evidence as a key focus of ancient history. In 1929, she 
became an independent MP for the Combined English 
Universities and until her sudden death in January 1946 
her parliamentary achievements are simply unparalleled: 
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‘Brilliant, systematic, and pragmatic enough to translate 
visionary ideas into piecemeal reforms, she stands as 
both the most significant feminist thinker and the most 
effective woman politician of the first half of the twentieth 
century.’54 
 Emil Braun probably met Mrs Ashton through his wife, 
Anne Braun (née Thomson; 1810-63). She was the 
daughter of James Thomson (1779-1850) of Primrose 
near Clitheroe, Lancashire, who was an eminent 
chemist, successful calico printer, and major 
philanthropist of the industrial arts (Fig. 12). He was Vice
-President of the Manchester School of Design, a 
Member of Council of the Government School at 
Somerset House, and Fellow of the Royal Society. In 
1795, aged sixteen, James received six years of training 
as a chemist in the calico printworks of his relative, 
Joseph Peel (c. 1736-1820) in London. Joseph Peel was 
the uncle of Sir Robert Peel (1788-1850) who became 
Britain’s Prime Minister from 1834-35 and 1841-46. 
 James Thomson opposed the Conservative politics of 
his cousin. In London he began moving in scientific 
circles and met William Hyde Wollaston (1766-1828) 
and Humphry Davy (1778-1829), who became close 
associates. Davy and Thomson worked together 
studying the chemical properties of acids. He was 
subsequently employed by Peel, Yates & Co. running 
their Church Bank printworks near Accrington. In 1810-

11, he set up in business on his own account as 
Thomson, Chippendale & Burton and began calico 
printing in a former water-powered cotton spinning mill at 
the Primrose Works, near Clitheroe, which he acquired 
for £28,000. By 1846, the firm was described as having 
‘long been the leading concern in the printing trade’ in a 
mill with two steam engines, eight printing machines, and 
316 blocking tables, employing over 300 workers.55  
 Anne Thomson was a close friend of the Victorian 
poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-61) (Fig. 13). 
They met and corresponded often from 1845-60, before 
and after they both married. In a letter to her sister, 
Henrietta Moulton-Barrett on 16 May 1847, the poet 
declared, ’Miss Thomson’s father is a great manufactor 
[sic.] & learned in the art of money-making.’56 On 28 
February 1854, the Brownings, by then living at the Casa 
Guidi in Florence, attended a musical soirée at the home 
of the Brauns at 131 via di Monte Caprino in Rome, at 
which the only other guest was the Prince of Prussia, 
(1797-1888).57  
 Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s letter also reveals how 
Braun often acted as a scholarly cicerone, guiding 
wealthy, noble, and occasionally royal tourists around 
the ruined classical art and architectural sites of ancient 
Rome. In eighteenth century England, a cicerone was 
called colloquially a ‘Bear-leader,’ and was employed as 
an educated tutor, chaperone, and experienced 

Fig. 10. Margaret Ashton, ‘Leaders of the Suffrage Movement,’ 
Manchester Libraries and Archives, ref no. GB127.M50/2/21/28. 

Fig. 11. Eleanor Rathbone, 1910, The Rathbone Papers, University of 
Liverpool Special Collections and Archives, ref no. RPXIV.3.96. 
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travelling companion to escort noble and wealthy young 
gentlemen on their Grand Tour across Europe: ‘Two 
days ago, however, Madame Braun held out a 
temptation – a noontide temptation to go to her house to 
hear Mr [Theodor] de Witt [1823-55], the German 
musical artist, & her housemate, play Beethoven before 
the prince of Prussia who had wished to hear him.58 
Robert & I were the only visitors admitted… Robert & I 
admired the dignity & simplicity with which Madme Braun 
received her royal guest… just as if she had done nothing 
else all her life. Almost I was as much struck by that, as 
by her kindness to me. I like her very much. Dr Braun 
has been engaged these two months in carrying the 
prince through a course of ruins & antiquities, – the royal 
Highness having been unable to turn a corner without 
the learned professor at his button-hole.’59 

 In late March 1839, Braun had acted as a ‘Bear-
leader’ to the young Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha on 
his tour of Rome, just before he married Queen Victoria. 
In a letter home to his stepmother, dated 22 March 1839, 
Albert effused about Braun as his cicerone in Rome: ‘He 
easily can obtain access everywhere, he is known all 
over the place, and thanks to his really profound 
knowledge of archaeology and ancient history he often 
called my attention to things which most foreigners either 
overlook or misunderstand.’60 
 In the spring of 1845, around the time Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning and Robert Browning (1812-89) began 
courting, Anne Thomson began writing a book titled 
Classical Album for which she solicited Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’s help on translations of a number of classical 
authors, especially Homer.61 The publication was 
intended to elucidate the mythological narratives of the 
engraved gems in the Poniatowski Collection. 
 It is clear from Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 
correspondence with Anne Thomson that the intended 
purpose of the Classical Album was to encourage 
women in particular to study classics. Browning began 
reading the translations of Homer by the poet Alexander 
Pope (1688-1744) at the age of eight, began 
studying Greek at ten, and by fourteen had written her 
own Homeric epic, The Battle of Marathon: A Poem 
(1820). She also studied Greek literature with the 
classical scholar Hugh Stuart Boyd (1781-1848). But 
writing in 1842, she claimed she had only learnt Greek in 
order to better understand Homer: ‘For my own part, my 
learning Greek was a child’s fancy achieved for Homer’s 
sake; & for Homer’s sake… that is for poetry’s 
generally.’62 She immediately immersed herself 
wholeheartedly into translations for the Classical 
Album.63 However, despite enjoying their collaboration, 
the poet did not at all share Anne Thomson’s 
enthusiastic optimism and feminist passion for women’s 
education: 

Fig. 12. James Thomson by an unknown artist, oil on canvas, 
Clitheroe Castle Museum, Lancashire, accession number: CL 924/1. 

Fig. 13. Elizabeth Barrett Browning by Michele Gordigiani, 1858, 
National Portrait Gallery, London, ref. NPG 1899. 
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 ‘How could it not be a pleasure to me to work for you? 
As to my using those m.s.s. [manuscripts] otherwise than 
in your service, I do not at all think of it, and I wish to say 
this. Perhaps I do not (also) partake quite your ‘divine 
fury’ for converting our sex into Greek scholarship – and I 
do not, I confess, think it as desirable as you do. Where 
there is a love for poetry and thirst for beauty strong 
enough to justify labour, let these impulses, which are 
noble, be obeyed; but in the case of the multitude, it is 
different; and the mere fashion of scholarship among 
women, wd be a disagreeable vain thing, and worse than 
vain. You, who are a Greek yourself, know that the 
Greek language is not to be learnt in a flash of lightning 
and by Hamiltonian systems, but that it swallows up year 
after year of studious life. …Not that I wd blaspheme 
against Greek poetry, or depreciate the knowledge of the 
language as an attainment. I congratulate you on it—
though I never shd think of trying to convert other women 
into a desire for it. Forgive me.’64 

 
Modern Antiques: Poniatowski’s Gems  
 In 1845, when Anne Thomson and Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning began working on the Classical Album 
together, a very public controversy around the famous 
collection of gems that had belonged to Prince Stanislaw 
Poniatowski (1754-1833) was still a topic of discussion 
among scholars, dilettanti, and antiquarian collectors, six 

years after it had been sold in London. Poniatowski had 
emigrated to Rome in 1791, anticipating defeat in 
the Polish-Russian War of 1792, which led to the 
Partitions of Poland that divided the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth between Russia, Prussia, and Austria 
and forced the abdication of his uncle, King Stanisław II 
August (1732-98).65 In Rome, he amassed 2,601 
engraved gems. About three-quarters were cornelian. 
The remainder were sardonyx and amethyst. He claimed 
they were a collection of antiquities that he had added to 
an inherited cabinet formed by successive kings of 
Poland. In 1830, he published, in French, a catalogue of 
his collection, Catalogue des Pierres Gravées Antiques 
de S.A. le Prince Stanislas Poniatowski, which contained 
a descriptive elucidation of his ‘antique’ engraved 
gems.66 In truth, he had paid contemporary gem-
engravers in Rome to design and engrave literary 
scenes from the works of Homer, Virgil, and Ovid and 
portraits of classical figures. On 1,737 of the gems, two-
thirds of the collection, there are false signatures of real 
and fake ancient Greek engraver’s names to make them 
seem more authentic (Fig. 14). 
 Despite being ‘fakes,’ the collection contains some 
extraordinarily accomplished examples of Neoclassical 
design and workmanship by early nineteenth-century 
Roman gem-engravers. Art historians and classical 
philologists now effuse over the fact that Poniatowski 

Fig. 14. Stanislaw Auguste Poniatowski, oil on canvas, 
Johann-Baptist Lampi, c. 1886, Hermitage, St 
Petersburg, inventory number: ГЭ-1361. 
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commissioned a ‘Who’s Who’ of contemporary Italian 
Neoclassical engravers, such as Luigi Pichler (1773-
1854), Guiseppe Girometti (1780-1851), Giuseppe 
Cerbara (1770-1856), Niccolò Cerbara (1796-1858), and 
Fillipo Rega (1761-1833). Mario Praz’s study, On 
Neoclassicism, describes how the archaeological 
excavations of sites like Herculaneum and Pompeii 
stimulated such a fashionable curiosity among the noble, 
wealthy, and erudite that imitation of the antique became 
a central principle of the work of art. ‘Fakers at once 
arose to take advantage of the enthusiasm of the 
dilettanti’ and ‘foisted them as genuine pieces upon 
credulous English milords (Fig. 15).’67  
 However, the Poniatowski gems were not copies of 
existing ancient or contemporary works of art. Each was 
an original and beautiful creation in and of itself, even if 
they were fraudulently signed and presented by 
Poniatowski in a manner that was deliberately intended 
to deceive both his peers and posterity. Quite why he 
went to such creative lengths and personal expense to 
pretend his remarkable contemporary collection of 
engraved gems were ancient artefacts remains ‘a riddle, 
wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.’68 As Claudia 
Wagner succinctly puts it, ‘This raises the all-important 
question: was the prince duped into buying fakes or was 
he himself the instigator of one of the greatest frauds 
perpetrated in history?’69 

 The V&A holds eighteen intaglios that come from the 
Poniatowski collection. One depicts The Wooden Horse 
being drawn into Troy (Fig. 16). Acquired in 1853, it was 
among the earliest acquisitions by the newly founded 
South Kensington Museum and, significantly, it was 
acquired in full knowledge that it was a Neoclassical 
work with a fake Greek signature and not an ancient 
gem. The scene with the Wooden Horse does not 
feature in Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey but is from Virgil’s 
Aeneid. It depicts the beautiful trick that fooled and finally 
defeated the besieged Trojans. It is the most celebrated 
image and episode of the Trojan war and the greatest 
literary and metaphorical warning in history that 
appearances can be deceptive. 
 In 1839, six years after his death, Poniatowski’s 
collection was auctioned at Christie’s in London. Wilfully 
ignoring that Europe’s cognoscenti knew the gems were 
not what Poniatowski had claimed, the auction house’s 
catalogue hyped their Polish royal provenance: ‘The 
celebrity to which this Collection, from the 
commencement of the formation by King Stanislavsky, 
nearly a century ago, and its completion by the illustrious 
family of Poniatowski, has attained, renders it 
unnecessary to enlarge upon the merits of the riches it 
possesses. The Cabinet is unique, as well in extent as in 
the variety and beauty of the subjects, and affords an 
opportunity to the Connoisseur such as has not occurred 

Fig. 15. A cognocenti contemplating ye beauties of ye 
antique, satirical print by James Gillray, published by 
Hannah Humphrey, 1801, British Museum, London, 
museum number: 1851,0901.1045. 
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before this time.’70 

 At the auction, 1,140 of the gems were acquired for a 
very princely sum by John Tyrrell, Esq. (1790-1868). 
Many he purchased after sale when they were unsold. 
He had no prior reputation, experience, or expertise as 
an antiquarian, classicist, or art collector and seems to 
have acquired them primarily as an investment. In 
bourgeois emulation of Prince Poniatowski’s catalogue a 
decade earlier, he commissioned the writer and 
antiquary Nathaniel Ogle (1796-1858) to catalogue his 
new acquisition with a descriptive elucidation to proudly 
promote it as the ‘Tyrrell Collection.’ Instead, Ogle 
publicly exposed the gems as fraudulent in an article in 
The Spectator.71 It prompted a bitter public dispute with 
Tyrrell, who must have felt duped and a bit of a chump, 
but he adamantly maintained the gems were of classical 
antiquity despite incontrovertible evidence they were not. 
 Ogle scathingly dismissed them as ‘modern 
antiques.’ However, he was not the first to cast doubt on 
the antiquity of the gems. In 1832, shortly before he died, 
Poniatowski presented a set of 419 plaster impressions 
to Friedrich Wilhelm III, King of Prussia (1770-1840), 
which were inspected by Ernst Heinrich Toelken (1795-
1878), the director of the Antiquarium and vice-president 
of the Antikensammlung in Berlin. He effused about their 
beauty, but his doubts about the gems’ authenticity were 
raised by the signatures: ‘The impressions are indeed 
the most beautiful you can expect to see in art.’ But how, 
mused Toelken, did ancient Greek engravers who lived 
and worked hundreds of years apart produce intaglios in 
exactly the same style. ‘Thus, we have here, – and I am 
extremely sorry to give this hard judgement! – in works 
and words a scientific deceit of such dimensions never 
seen in art history before.’72 

 In 1841, Tyrrell stubbornly published his catalogue, 
regardless, still maintaining the gems were authentic. ‘It 
is unnecessary here to enumerate the testimonies of 
men of the highest authority as to the consummate purity 
and splendour of the stones, or the surpassing execution 
of the sculpture.’73 He tried to recoup his investment by 
offering plaster cameos to collectors. ‘The entire 
collection of Medallions in this cabinet, amounting to 
upwards of twelve hundred, having, with very few 
exceptions, come into my possession, proof 

impressions, preserving, with the utmost fidelity, all the 
delineations and expression of the originals, and offering 
a variety of pleasing and instructive studies to the artist, 
have been carefully prepared from them under my own 
immediate inspection, and are now, for the first time, 
submitted to the public; this being, according to the 
judgment of many eminent artists who have examined 
the gems, the only mode of giving a true and perfect fac-
simile of their exquisite delineation.’74 Plaster 
impressions of the gems often come up for sale today. 
So do genuine gems, as well as copies purporting to be 
from the Poniatowski collection.75 There are also fake 
plasters. Each has a life and story and value of its own. 
Museums, auctioneers, and collectors just have to ask 
themselves if it’s an original fake, a fake of a fake, or just 
a beguilingly beautiful Neoclassical work of art. 
Poniatowski’s gems not only depicted scenes from 
Homer’s epics but some, like The Apotheosis of Homer, 
depict the poet himself (Figs. 16-17). 
  Anne Thomson and Elizabeth Barrett Browning knew 
Poniatowski’s collection was made up of Neoclassical 
‘fakes’ and not classical ‘originals.’ But Anne seems to 
have been indifferent to their historicity and far more 
interested in the gems as contemporary Neoclassical 
designs that were engaging philological object studies. 
They were ideal educational tools for identifying and 
interpreting the literary sources, and subjects depicted in 
them, as a way to encourage classical scholarship 
among women. Isobel Hurst has shown how women 
readers of classical texts focused more on image, 
narrative, and character in search of imaginative and 
subversive interpretations, rather than grammar and 
historicity. 76 Hurst has identified an important Victorian 
literary tradition in which reinterpretations of classics, 
especially the Homeric epics, allowed women to express 
controversial, reformist and liberating ideas, such as 
access to education, suffrage, and other feminist issues. 
Both the Classical Album and The Apotheosis of Homer 
electrotype were distinctly original, egalitarian responses 
to classical study. The context of production of Emil 
Braun’s electrotype and essay amidst the political and 
social turmoil of 1848-49 spotlights the revolutionary and 
reactionary implications of the ‘Homeric Question’ 
concerning doubts over the historicity and authorship of 
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Fig. 16 left: The Wooden Horse being drawn into Troy, Neoclassical 
carnelian intaglio in a gold filigree mount engraved for Prince 
Stanislas Poniatowski and inscribed with a pseudo-signature 
pretending to be the work of the ancient engraver Apollonides, Italy, 
1820-1830, H:51 mm, W: 25mm, Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, museum number: 946-1853. 
 
Fig. 17 right: Homer Playing on the Lyre, Attended by Fame and a 
Genius, Neoclassical carnelian intaglio engraved for Prince Stanislas 
Poniatowski and inscribed with a pseudo-signature pretending to be 
the work of the ancient engraver Allion, Italy, 1820-1830, H: 25 mm, 
W: 33 mm, image courtesy of Hadrien J. Rambach.  
 
This page: 
 
Fig. 18. Homer Playing on the Lyre, Attended by Fame and a Genius, 
plaster impression of the carnelian gem, image courtesy of Dr 
Claudia Wagner at the Classical Research Centre, University of 
Oxford, reference number: T1207. 

the Iliad and Odyssey. Thomson’s Classical Album of 
1845 highlights the exclusion of women from classical 
education and the political franchise and the resulting 
social divide in employment and financial independence. 
 In a review in the Art-Journal of the Exhibition of 
Industrial Arts and Manufacturers held from 3 September 
to 15 December 1849 in Birmingham, the scientist and 
antiquarian Robert Hunt (1807-87) wrote, ‘In our notice 
of the exhibition, we have already alluded to some 
electrotypes exhibited by the Messrs. Elkington; but from 
the important position they promise to take in the 
progress of Art-education, we are induced to return to a 
consideration of their merits. From the facilities which the 
process of electro-deposit offers for the reproduction of 
any works of art, it has occurred to Dr. Braun to aim at 
procuring facsimiles of the finest specimens of antiquity 
by such means.’ Hunt repeatedly used the prefix ‘Dr.’ to 
stress Emil Braun’s academic rather than amateur or 
dilettante credentials. ‘This gentleman has for some 
years been resident in Italy, and during that time he has 
most industriously obtained moulds of many of the 
sculptor’s art to be found in the Vatican, and in other 
public and private collections in the Italian states.’ Hunt 
emphasises the educational affordability and democratic 
accessibility of electrotypes, ‘The republication of these 
at such a price as will place them within the reach of all 
who are educated to appreciate the value of these 
beautiful efforts of thought …’77 
 On 20 October 1849, the same month that Emil 
Braun and Henry Elkington published The Apotheosis of 
Homer electrotype, Anne Thomson married Emil Braun 
at Clitheroe Parish Church. There is little doubt that her 
Classical Album, with its Homeric translations by 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, influenced Braun’s 
Descriptive Elucidation. So too did the descriptions of the 
gems in Prince Poniatowski’s Catalogue des Pierres 
Gravees Antiques.78 However, the Classical Album was 
never published. Some of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 
contributions to Anne Thomson’s unpublished 
manuscript later appeared in her much-
acclaimed Poems of 1850 (as additions to the revised 
1844 edition),79 and others appeared in her Last 
Poems of 1862,80 which was published posthumously by 
her husband Robert Browning. Anne Braun also died at 

the relatively young age of 53, and like Emil Braun’s and 
Henry Elkington’s unrealised Classical Iconography, the 
unpublished Classical Album is a great ‘what might have 
been’ of art history and classical philology, as well as 
women’s education in the nineteenth century. 
 On the other hand, the small-scale, copper, 
electrotype replica of The Apotheosis of Homer was 
published. Like the ancient marble bas-relief from which 
it was copied, it has also survived. The V&A’s 
electrotype is rare and remarkable, but it is not unique. 
Other editions were also published. An earlier 
electrotype was published in Leipzig, Germany in 1848, 
which is now in the Thüringer Universitäts 
und Landesbibliothek, Jena, Germany.81 Like the ancient 
Greek archetype from which they were copied, the 
Victorian copper electrotypes depict the mythologization 
of Homer as the archetypal poet and all his perceived 
moral, political, philosophical, and literary virtues; if ever 
there was such an individual. It shows the transfiguration 
of fragmentary historical narratives into a deified poet, 
which began after his lifetime and developed through the 
Greco-Roman period and continues up to the present. 
‘Before the poet begins, and before he ceases to sing, 
he must live – and without his virtuous actions, there is 
neither poetry nor memory,’ wrote Braun in his 
Descriptive Elucidation. 
 The Victorian technology of the electrotypes perfectly 
reflects how, over time, Homer became a corpus that 
was copied and recopied and through which an 
immemorial oral tradition was reinterpreted and 
reconceived each and every time it was replicated, 
rescaled, and reproduced. ‘Without the great actions of 
Achilles, and the astute courage of Odysseus, we cannot 
conceive of a Homer,’ says Braun, evoking Wolf and 
Grote. ‘Shakespeare’s immortal poems are but the re-
echoing of the greatness of a nation, whose existence is 
identified with the poet’s own life, and they are moreover 
the reflection of a century which may be looked upon as 
the most bright and glorious that mankind ever saw.’ 
Then, with a proselytising maxim that throws down an 
artistic gauntlet to his own revolutionary scientific and 
industrial age, Braun proclaims: ‘True poetry can never 
appear but where such a combination of great virtues 
and dignifying recollection occurs.’82 
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