Antiquarian Topographical Prints 1550-1850 (As they relate to castle studies)

●

George Vertue (1684-1756) was an English engraver and antiquary, whose notebooks on British
art of the first half of the 18th century are a valuable source for the period. At the age of 13, he
was apprenticed to a prominent heraldic engraver of French origin who became bankrupt and
returned to France. Vertue worked for seven years under Michael Vandergucht (who had also
worked for William Stukeley), before operating independently. He was amongst the first members
of Godfrey Kneller’s London Academy of Painting, who had employed him to engrave portraits. It
was there that he became a pupil of Thomas Gibson, a leading portrait painter.
Vertue had a lively interest in antiquarian research, and much of his labour was given to this subject. From 1713 on
Vertue was a keen researcher on details of the history of British art, accumulating about forty volumes of notebooks.
He was a member of the Rose and Crown Club, with William Hogarth, Peter Tillemans and other artists and
connoisseurs, and kept some records of it. His travels to sites across England, with enthusiasts such as Edward Harley
(earl of Oxford), Lord Coleraine and others, were recorded in Vertue's highly detailed drawings and notes. In 1717 he
was appointed official engraver to the Society of Antiquaries, the same year as its formal foundation, and the only
engraver to be made a Fellow of the Society. Most of the illustrations in Vetusta Monumenta, up to his date of death,
are his work. (See the Lawrence Butler article CSGJ 19 (2005-6) 245-246.
Vetusta Monumenta (VM) (Ancient Monuments) is the title of a published series of illustrated antiquarian papers on
ancient buildings, sites, and artefacts, mostly those in Britain, published at irregular intervals between 1718 and 1906
by the Society of Antiquaries of London. The folio sized papers, usually written by members of the society, were first
published individually, and then later in collected volumes. The full title is Vetusta monumenta quae ad Rerum
Britanicarum memoriam conservandam Societas Antiquariorum Londini sumptu suo edenda curavit, but the volumes are
normally simply cited as Vetusta Monumenta. The series began in the same year that the society formalized its existence
with the first minuted meeting on 1 January 1718 at the Mitre Tavern, Fleet Street. The society’s main journal Archaeologia
did not begin publication until 1770. Members of the society received a free copy as each part was published. The
emphasis was on the large and detailed illustrations, initially high quality engravings, which conveyed information on
the subject matter in an accessible and economical way. Each issue was usually developed from papers and research of
the society, giving a textual description accompanied by illustrated details that it had commissioned. The assemblage of
maps, site plans, and other detail was an innovation that found popular appeal and remains so today.
The views in the series also contained staffage, images of people and other means of conveying scale, providing the
perspective of the interested visitor. These illustrations accompanied text descriptions for the sites, but provided
additional information with high levels of detail and multiple or idealised viewpoints to simulate a well-informed tour.
Many of the plates show the setting, inset with exploded views, cross sections and other architectural details, or
objects found at the site. Other figures were interspersed with the text, or take up several full pages. Critics have
compared this approach with contemporaneous works that included the subject as an attractively sketched scene,
illustrations that were not yet recognised as a valuable source of information. The book used multiple and separate
details to synthesise encyclopedic surveys that typified the approach of the natural historians and antiquaries. Eight
castles were engraved by Vertue from Elizabethan (Ambrose Cave) drawings of castles from the office of the Duchy
of Lancaster, all of which were in ruins or had been entirely destroyed before the eighteenth century (see images
below). Only Colchester Castle (Plates 1.35-1.36) was depicted in its then-current state. Five plates of Hedingham
Castle, Essex, were added in 1796 (Plates 3.40-3.44), but are not shown here - they will be online when Vol. 3 is added.
The Scalar Digital copy of the Vetusta Monumenta
The project to digitise the Vol. 1-3 editions of Vetusta Monumenta (Ancient Monuments) is an initiative supported by the
Society of Antiquaries (of London). The database/digitisation is built on the Scalar platform. (Scalar is a open source,
web-based publishing software from the University of Southern California's Alliance for Networking Visual Culture that
allows the creation of networked, multi-media online publications). The digital images, in both dzi (deep zoom high
definition) and jpg format, are based on 400 and 600 dpi tiff files produced on the Digibook 9000 and Indus scanners owned
by the Ellis Library at the University of Missouri, an academic resource which holds one of only six complete sets of Vetusta
Monumenta in the USA (and of eleven worldwide, according to the Worldcat database).
Volume I was completed in June 2019, and Volume II followed in 2020. Readers who wish to consult scans of the
remaining volumes (without commentary or editorial matter) may find them in the Hathi Trust Digital Library as well
as at the University of Missouri Digital Library. The digital edition of Vetusta Monumenta was supported in the USA
by an NEH (National Endowment for the Humanities) Scholarly Editions and Translations Grant, which ran from
2017-2020. The UoM anticipate that this grant will make possible the scanning and publication of vol. 3 in 2021-2 and
these drawings will be integrated into the edition in that period. UoM also acknowledge the ongoing support of the
Trustees, Fellows, and staff of the Society of Antiquaries of London (SAL), who are continuing to collaborate with the
university on the production of the digital edition.
The examples shown in the following five pages, covering the Duchy of Lancaster castles plus Colchester, are taken
from the VM digital website: https://scalar.missouri.edu/vm/index. Each image has a full range of scholarly notes;
details of the VM Plate; Object (discussion of the building and background landscape in context); Transcription (of the
Vertue caption); well-informed, scholarly ‘Commentary’ and Works cited.
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Fig. 138. Plate 1.39 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Tutbury Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George
Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of
the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1733.

Fig. 139. Plate 1.40 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Melbourne Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George
Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of
the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. 465 x 304 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1733. The remains of
Melbourne Castle are a piece of a wall and the foundations of a turret, located on a site called “Castle Farm,” in Melbourne,
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Fig. 140. Plate 1.44 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Knaresborough Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by
George Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the
Chancellor of the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. Size: 461 x 301 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1735.

Fig. 141. Plate 1.46 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Tickhill Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George
Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of
the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. Size: 455 x 302 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1737.
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Fig. 142. Plate 1.41 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Lancaster Castle and Priory Church as they appeared in the sixteenth century.
Engraving by George Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted
by the Chancellor of the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561 Size: 475 x 302 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in
1734. https://scalar.missouri.edu/vm/vol1plate41-lancaster-castle

Fig. 143. Plate 1.42 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Pontefract Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George
Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of
the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. Size: 480 x 340 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1734.
https://scalar.missouri.edu/vm/vol1plate42-pontefract-castle
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Fig. 144. Plate 2.11 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Sandal Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George
Vertue after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of
the Duchy, Ambrose Cave, in 1561. Size: 461 x 307 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1753. The lower courses
of the barbican, foundations of some of the towers, the base of the keep, and fragments of walls from the great hall and kitchen
can still be seen in Sandal Magna, West Yorkshire.

Fig. 145. Plate 2.13 of Vetusta Monumenta depicts Clithero Castle as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Engraving by George Vertue
after a drawing originally produced for a survey of the properties of the Duchy of Lancaster conducted by the Chancellor of the Duchy,
Ambrose Cave, in 1561 Size: 466 x 317 mm. Published by the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1753. The ruined stone keep and parts
of the curtain wall remain along with buildings that were added in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Clitheroe.
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Fig. 146. Plates 1.35 and 1.36 of Vetusta Monumenta depict the ruins of Colchester Castle and architectural plans and elevations
of the site. Colchester Castle, a Norman keep (c. 1070) is built upon the ruins of an ancient Roman temple to Claudius. Engravings
by George Vertue after “Boul” (probably Cornelis Boel) and Isaac Whood. Sizes: 457 x 286 mm and 453 x 285 mm. Published by the
Society of Antiquaries of London in 1732. Colchester, Essex.

Fig. 147. Plate 1.36. See above for details.

Vertue follows the general form of the castle seen from the east as seen in the Bol rendering (p.14). This includes the
composition of the foreground landscape with the left-side border arching tree - almost a mandatory inclusion at this
time; in fact, it became a formulaic rule. Groups of people and animals animate the scene including a man with a staff
looking over the shoulder of the sketcher, exactly the same as Bol. Vertue may have added some features himself,
including the dilapidated ruinous state of the facade, in a far worse condition than that drawn by Bol in the 1650s.
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