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It did not take long to discover the full value 
of the Westmorland hoard. The Governor at 
Málaga wrote excitedly to the Prime Minister, 
the Count of Floridablanca, informing him 
of the windfall, while at the same time the 
British consul at Cádiz alerted the Admiralty 
in Greenwich that the Westmorland and 
its crew had been seized as a legitimate 
‘prize’ under the maritime laws regulating 
the complicated business of international 
privateering. Meanwhile, two trading houses 
at Málaga purchased the cargo from the 
French government and, at length, by 1783, 
sold it to a syndicate of merchants in Madrid, 
who arranged for the entire cache to be 
brought overland to the capital by Aragonese 
carters. There it was picked over by King 
Charles III and much of it absorbed into the 
royal collections. Today these form part of 
the Museo Nacional del Prado and the Real 
Academia de las Bellas Artes de San Fernando 
(Spanish Royal Academy).

The Westmorland cargo forms a unique 
porthole into the mind, taste and interests 
of English ‘Grand Tourists’. It sheds light 
on their art collecting habits, as well as the 
sharp practices of Cardinal Albani, who 
took bribes in return for issuing certificates 
authorizing the illegal removal of precious 
antiquities from the Papal States. It tells 
us much about the Roman art, print and 
book trades, marble ‘restorers’ such as 
the notorious peddler of fake antiquities 
Bartolomeo Cavaceppi, and various middle-
men active in Rome during the final phase 
of the Grand Tour, which came to an 
abrupt halt in 1804 with the outbreak of the 
Napoleonic Wars.

Relatively few such capsules of private 
property acquired abroad survive in 
Britain, where whole libraries and picture 
collections found their way onto the open 
market in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, so the cargo of the Westmorland 
is of exceptional interest in tracking the 
formation of British taste in the third quarter 
of the eighteenth century.

In collaboration with Dr José María 
Luzón Nogué and his colleagues in the 
Spanish Royal Academy, the Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid and at the Prado, 
the Yale Center for British Art is planning an 
exhibition of the rarest and best preserved 
objects removed from the Westmorland. 
Much research into the ship’s manifest has 
already been done by the Spaniards, and 
many of the relevant Grand Tourists identified 
by painstakingly collating the sets of initials 
inscribed on the original crates (and copied 
into successive inventories) with information 
in the Brinsley Ford ‘Grand Tour’ archive 
which is today housed at our sister institution, 
the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British 
Art in Bedford Square, London. 

So we now know that ‘Fs. B.’ stood for 
Francis Basset (Fig 1), the upwardly mobile 
Old Etonian son, heir and namesake of the 
Cornish squire, coal mine proprietor, proto-
industrialist, and Member of Parliament. 
‘E. D.’, meanwhile, refers to George Legge, 
Viscount Lewisham (Fig 2), the eldest son 
and heir of the second Earl of Dartmouth, 
who was himself a conspicuous Grand 
Tourist thirty years earlier. These were 
among the flashiest young Englishmen 
residing at Rome in the early to mid-1770s. 
In fact the Count of Floridablanca earmarked 
for his own collection Batoni’s two expensive 
portraits of Mr Basset and Lord Lewisham, 
which took the artist several years longer to 
complete and dispatch than it took his sitters 
to cross the Alps and return to England. 
Today both pictures, long misidentified, hang 
in the Prado.

The Westmorland cargo forms a 
unique porthole into the mind, 
taste and interests of English 
‘Grand Tourists’
However, many other initials belonging to 
owners of many Westmorland crates have 
not yet been identified. Paintings, prints and 
books now in the Spanish Royal Academy 
often carry the hold-all reference ‘P. Y.’ 
(presa yglesia, i.e. English loot), but often the 
objects themselves have become hopelessly 
separated from the brief notes in the original 
Spanish inventories. Nor do the complex 
insurance arrangements, subscribed for 
the enormous sum of £100,000 sterling by 
agents in Livorno and later paid out in 1784 
in London (after negotiations with Spain 
failed to retrieve the cargo), help to sort out 
which crates on board the Westmorland 
belonged to whom. 

Despite the existence of a carefully archived 
paper trail relating to the effort between 
1779 and 1783 to repatriate the English crew 
in exchange for French and Spanish prisoners 
aboard vessels captured by the Royal Navy, 
and the movement of certain stellar objects 
such as Sir Watkin Williams Wynn’s Perseus 
and Andromeda by Mengs (which eventually 
found its way into the collection of Catherine 
the Great in St Petersburg) – negotiations 

Fig 2: Pompeo Batoni (1708–1787), George 
Legge, Viscount Lewisham, later third Earl of 
Dartmouth, 1778, oil on canvas, 127 by 100 
cm, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid.

that involved the Spanish government, 
the English consuls at Cádiz, Livorno 
and ambassadors in London, Paris and 
Madrid – there is still much to learn about 
the composition of the shipment, and the 
taste and collecting patterns of its original, 
out-of-pocket consigners. This we aim to 
achieve with our colleagues in London 
and Madrid, through the catalogue of 
what should be in 2012 a spectacular joint 
exhibition project here at Yale.

About the author: A former resident tutor 
in Fine Arts and President of the Senior 
Common Room (1992) at Trinity, Angus 
Trumble holds MA degrees from both the 
University of Melbourne and New York 
University, Institute of Fine Arts. He served 
for five years as Aide to the Governor of 
Victoria, Dr J D McCaughey, including 
during the Queen’s 1988 Bicentenary 
visit. Angus worked for Christie’s in New 
York while studying there on a Fulbright 
Postgraduate Scholarship and, in 1996, 
joined the Art Gallery of South Australia, 
being appointed Curator of European Art 
in 1998. He took up his current position 
in July, 2003. Angus Trumble’s next book, 
The Finger, a Handbook will be published 
by Farrar, Straus, and Giroux in New York 
in 2009.

The Grand Tour

In the eighteenth century, mostly accompanied by servants, clergymen, tutors or 
‘bear leaders’, many young British gentlemen travelled overland to Rome and Naples 
in Italy, sometimes for a period of several years, to complete their education with 
varying degrees of seriousness, usually sowing more than a handful of wild oats. 
That ‘virtual academy’ did much to solidify the taste in Britain for Greek and Roman 
antiquity, and was usually then called the Grand Tour. Prior to the nineteenth-
century reforms of Oxford and Cambridge, the experience of the Grand Tour made 
a profound impact upon British architecture, art, letters and taste.


