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The greatest animal painter of his time

Introduction
James Ward was born on the 23 October 1769 in
London and died on the 17 November 1859 in
Cheshunt. He lived through an interesting period
in history, born the year the Royal Academy was
established, lived through 22 years of Queen
Victoria’s reign and the wars with Napoleon.
English art and artists were increasing in
popularity and the 18th and 19th centuries saw
some of England’s best-known artists, such as
Turner, Stubbs, Gainsborough and Reynolds. At
his peak, Ward was among these artists, and yet
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63 years of his life from 1792, showing over 293
works and Ward noted during his lifetime that he had over 5,000 works in his
collection. This guide will introduce the life and major works of James Ward.
Childhood
Ward grew up on Thames street, a busy neighbourhood of London by St
Paul’s Cathedral. His father was a fruiterer and cider merchant and his
mother took in lodgers at their house. His older brother, William, was studying
at the Taylors school and was later apprenticed as a Mezzotint engraver.
When Ward was a young boy, his father lost his job and so Ward dropped
out of school to get a job. His first job involved filling bottles of cider from
caskets, then at the age of 9 he was employed washing bottles for 4 shillings
a week. This money he gave to his mother as he was the only wage earner.
It was a hard job in hot and steamy conditions, often working 12-hour days.
With minimal education he had learnt to read and write by the age of 12.
He taught himself to read, borrowing books from his Uncle Thomas’
collection which mostly comprised of religious texts.
Mezzotint Engraving Career
When Ward was around 12 years old, he took on an apprenticeship in
engraving under John Raphael Smith. He was one of the best engravers at
the time and Ward’s elder brother, William, was just finishing his
apprenticeship under him. This was a very different environment for James,
now on Oxford Street, right by open fields with much cleaner air. Engraving
was popular in England in the 1800s as it was used in print and publishing, it
was a skilled job.

This apprenticeship encouraged James to draw. He was taught to inscribe
lettering on the copper sheets and would practice his drawing skills on the
back of any scrap piece of paper he could find. This relationship came to an
end after only 18 months when Ward took Smith’s pet terrier on an errand and
the dog ran away. It was William Ward who released his brother, James, from
his contract by taking it on himself. William agreed to work 3 days a week for
10 shillings for the next 3 years, he wasn’t allowed to take on any other
employment.
It wasn’t until 1783 that William was able to employ James to engrave for him.
Under his brother, James learnt to engrave whole plates on his own. In 1785,
William moved to be near to John Raphael Smith, who had taken a house in
the country. James, his parents and two unmarried sisters all moved with
William. It was at this time that George Morland became a customer of the
Wards’ and he and James became good friends. In 1786, George Morland
married Ward’s sister, Anne.
In 1791 James’ apprenticeship to his brother came to an end and he began
to engrave under his own name. He was highly skilled in this field and built up
a large clientele. He was made Mezzotint and Painter in Ordinary to HRH the
Prince of Wales (later to become George IV) in 1794. James couldn’t count on
his paintings for a living yet, so he continued to engrave, often from his own
paintings, to make a living. Ward really wanted to be accepted into the Royal
Academy (RA), he now had to make a choice whether to be a painter or
engraver as the society would not accept him if he continued to do both.
James chose to pursue a career in painting, despite people warning him to do
otherwise. “Do all in your power to dissuade your husband from pursuing
painting. He has done something in engraving which has never been done
before, and we all want him to engrave our pictures… what shall we do? Lose
our first engraver whom we want and encourage a poor painter that we do
not want.” (from a letter from Mr Hoppner to Mrs Ward, James’ wife).
Beginning of his Painting Career

During his engraving career, Ward discovered his painting talent by accident.
He was engraving a painting by Copley which got damaged during the
process. James borrowed some colours and repaired it. His friendship with
George Morland then encouraged him to take up painting. James was very
good at copying others’ works. He copied Morland’s painting, The Travellers, it
was so good that Morland mistook it as the original. This caused a rift between
the two men, whose works were often confused with each other.

James worked hard for several years, creating 9 pieces to be displayed at the
Royal Academy. He was determined to be a painter and turned down
commissions for engravings worth roughly £2000. His picture, Rustic Felicity,
caught the eye of T. Simpson (publisher of St Paul’s Churchyard) who bought it
and commissioned him to paint a companion piece, The Rocking Horse. In
1800, he received a
commission by the Agricultural
society to travel around
England and paint 200 breeds
of cattle, sheep and pigs, for
which he would be paid 15
guineas a piece. The project
turned out to be disappointing
for Ward, as the firm who were
to publish Ward’s paintings
went bankrupt after 3 years,
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and so Ward wasn’t paid for all
his expenses.
James continued to submit paintings to the Royal Academy, many of which
were rejected, until finally he was accepted as an Associate on the 12
November 1808. Then on the 11 February 1811 he was accepted as a full
member to the Royal Academy. By 1814, James was a well-established artist,
earning roughly £1000 a year and keeping a studio in London.
Animal Painter
Over his career, Ward was best known for his animal paintings. After his work
for the Agricultural society, he continued to travel to different towns across the
country and sketch animals and landscapes that interested him. Many of
Ward’s patrons were wealthy
landowners, such as Revd.
Theophilus Levett and Sir John
Leicester. From these patrons he
received a lot of commissions to
paint prize winning horses and
dogs.

L’Amour De Cheval, 1827, James Ward. Photo Credit: ©Tate,
London, 2019.

His reputation increased when he painted King George III’s white horse,
Adonis, and George IV’s horse, Apollo. He was then also commissioned to
paint the Duke of Wellington’s charger, Copenhagen and Napoleon’s barb,
Marengo. Ward had a great understanding of horses, their anatomy and
behaviours, which shows in his paintings. He painted horses in a vast
landscape, usually in motion and as having thoughts and feelings, very
different to Stubbs.
Despite the recognition Ward received as an animal painter, he told the diarist
Joseph Farrington, that he did not “wish to be admitted to the academy as a
horse-painter”. He was keen to prove he was more than just an animal painter
and so began to produce a
series of figure sketches and
paintings.
Landscape Artist
Ward didn’t just paint animals,
he also created many
landscape masterpieces in his
lifetime. He was fascinated by
rugged territory and the power
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travelled through Wales and the
bordering counties on sketching trips. He drew anything of interest, not only
animals but landscapes and in particular, waterfalls. After his three-month tour
was over he came home with 581 sketches. These he used as studies for future
works.
One of Ward’s best-known landscape pieces is Gordale Scar, painted in 1812.
Sir George Beaumont had pronounced the area of Yorkshire, “unpaintable”
which Ward found very attractive because it challenged his abilities, and he
wanted to prove Sir George
Beaumont wrong. On the 6 August
1811, he was invited to Gisburn Park
in Lancashire to stay with his patron,
Lord Ribblesdale. From there he
travelled to the famous Gordale
Scar and made many sketches of
the landscape from various angles,
as well as making sketches of
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back to his studio in London.

The final piece captured the huge scale of the ravine by including wild cattle
and deer in the foreground. These animals didn’t really roam the landscape
but were included to add more texture. Gordale Scar is considered a
masterpiece, yet at the time it didn’t please his patron and it wasn’t met with
critical acclaim. Today it belongs to the Tate’s collection.
Waterloo Allegory
After the victory at the battle of Waterloo in
1815, the British Institute offered a
commission of 1000 guineas to an artist to
commemorate the victory in a painting.
Ward won that commission. It took him 6
years to paint the Allegory, from 1815-1821
and he spent more than the 1000 guineas
producing it, making it a financial disaster.
When he was chosen to paint the
commemorative piece, his fellow artists
were outraged that a ‘mere cattle painter’
had been chosen. Their views spread into
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Ward with a space large enough to paint
the full canvas. Instead, Ward had to paint
in his own studio, hanging the canvas on rollers and unrolling the section he
was working on.
Among other problems, Ward struggled to get the Duke of Wellington to sit for
a portrait and he had to rent a space large enough to add the finishing
touches to the painting, this cost him dearly. The painting shows the Duke of
Wellington riding in a chariot, being urged on by representations of Victory,
Fortitude and Justice, whilst fighting off the demons of Anarchy, Rebellion and
the Horrors of War. There are many allegorical figures in the painting which
represent both good and evil forces, making it difficult to interpret.
When the painting was finally finished it was unpopular for two main reasons.
The first was that by 1821 the Duke of Wellington had fallen out of favour with
the public because he opposed social reform that would improve the lives of
the poorer classes. The second reason was that the British public weren’t keen
on allegory, they failed to understand the complicated imagery and
messages Ward was trying to convey in his painting.

The Waterloo Allegory is now lost. It was too large to hang in the intended
hall in the Chelsea Hospital and so was moved to a balcony before it was
taken down and returned to Ward’s family, who cut it up. This commission
was to be the highlight of Ward’s career instead, some have suggested it
was his downfall. Ward however, continued to paint and receive
commissions after this piece, so although it didn’t make him famous as a
painter, it didn’t end his career.
Roundcroft, Cheshunt
In 1830, Ward and his second wife,
Charlotte Fritche, moved to
Roundcroft cottage, just outside of
Flamstead End in Cheshunt, for £40
a year. A very picturesque house
but also very dilapidated, Ward
had to pay out for a lot of repairs. It
was an ideal location, just a short
journey into London. The first stop
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was at the Green Dragon Public
House in Cheshunt (opposite St Mary’s Church). Ward still painted for a living
and in 1833 he travelled through Sawbridgeworth and Bishop’s Stortford with
his son, James Claude, trying to get commissions to paint prize winning
animals in the annual shows. His work must have slowed down because
towards the end of his life he wrote to the Royal Academy explaining how
he now had little income and they gave him a pension of £100 a year.
In the later years of his life, Ward became very religious. He became very
close with the Vicar of Cheshunt, Matthew Morris Preston and even painted
a portrait of him. The original is now lost but a copy of the painting still hangs
in the vicarage in Cheshunt. In July 1855 he suffered a stroke that ended his
artistic career. In a letter to his son George on the 2 August 1856, he
expressed his sadness of not being able to paint anymore, “we are never so
happy as when full of work, my pain is increased by having the desire to
work but without the power”. He died a few weeks after his 90th birthday, on
the 16 November 1859 and is buried in Kensal Green Cemetery.

Timeline
23 October 1769 – Born.
1781/2 – Starts his apprenticeship with John Raphael Smith.
1783 – Apprenticeship ends, starts working with his brother.
About 1785 – moved to the countryside, Kensal Green, with his brother.
1791 – End of his engraving apprenticeship with his brother.
1 January 1794 – Appointed Painter and Engraver in Mezzotint to the Prince of
Wales.
4 December 1794 – Married Mary Ann Ward.
About 1799 – Pursued paintings as a career, engraving was no longer his
priority.
1800 – Commissioned by the Agricultural Society to paint Britain’s livestock.
1802 – Tour of South Wales.
1805 – Tour of Scotland.
1807 – Tour of North Wales.
12 November 1808 – Accepted as an Associate into the RA.
11 February 1811 – Accepted as a Full Member into the RA.
1811 – Walking tour of Scotland.
1812 – Painted Gordale Scar.
1815-21 – Worked on the Waterloo Allegory.
1817 – His daughter, Emma, died.
1819 – His wife, Mary died.
1821 – His youngest son, Somerville died.
27 October 1827 – Married Charlotte Fritche.
1830 – Moved to Roundcroft Cottage, Cheshunt.
July 1855 – Suffered a stroke.
16 November 1859 – Died.

