
Sir Francis Dashwood: Connoisseur,
Collector and Traveller

Introduction

Francis Dashwood, 2nd Baronet (later Lord le Despencer) was one of the most
important connoisseurs of eighteenth-century Britain. The Grand Tour travels of
his youth that took him across France, Germany, Italy, the Baltic, the Ottoman
Empire and into Russia introduced him to the finest of art and architecture in
Europe. He developed his estate, West Wycombe, as a laboratory to experiment
with constantly evolving aesthetic ideas and, in the process, he became a patron of
numerous artists and architects. He was one of the first individuals in Britain to
adopt neo-classicism as an aesthetic mode and, as a prime example, West
Wycombe became an architectural touchstone for architects and their patrons.
Dashwood’s influence on taste was often mediated through the institutions with
which he was involved. For example, his participation in organisations such as the
Society of Dilettanti and the Society of Antiquaries gave him a platform to
influence the study of art, architecture and antiquities. Furthermore, his guiding
role in the preparation of Ionian Antiquities (1769) set the framework for British
classical archaeology for the next century.

Dashwood is often remembered as a drunk, libertine and political scoundrel.
Horace Walpole famously remarked that he was seldom sober the entire time he
was in Italy. Indeed, Dashwood portrayed himself as a rake in a series of portrait
commissions, a reputation that he began to cultivate as early as the 1730s. As a
man who came from a mercantile background, gaining a reputation for libertinism
was a way to present himself as an elite gentleman, freed from bourgeois mores
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and obligations. This mode of self-representation was, however, a leftover from
the seventeenth century and became increasingly unfashionable in the 1760s. As a
result, John Wilkes, his fellow MP and former friend, was able to turn
Dashwood’s reputation into a political weapon in 1763, leading to a political
scandal that broadened to a constitutional debate over free speech and habeas
corpus.

Even so, Dashwood’s contribution to British politics went far beyond a single
scandal. He actively served in Parliament for decades, often in the country
opposition (a shifting set of sometimes reformist coalitions challenging what they
saw as court corruption). He was a critic of the Prime Minister, Robert Walpole,
leading to a lifelong dislike between Dashwood and Horace Walpole, Robert’s
son. Dashwood was a vocal politician with excellent rhetorical skills. His closest
political allies were George Bubb Dodington, Baron Melcombe, William, 2nd
Baron Talbot, and Philip, 2nd Earl Stanhope. He was known for his
independence: he was no ‘placeman’. Even Dodington could never be certain of
his vote. In the late 1740s, Dashwood was calling for constitutional reforms.  In
1757, he defended Admiral Byng, calling his court martial unjust.  He pushed for
regulation of the militia in the 1740s and 50s and was a first colonel in the
Buckinghamshire militia between 1757 and 1762.

Before the 1760s, Dashwood refused several offers of government offices. Only
with the accession of George III and the Bute ministry was Dashwood persuaded
to join the government as Chancellor of the Exchequer. In an effort to raise
revenue to pay the expenses of the Seven Years’ War, Dashwood proposed several
taxes, including the Cider Tax of 1763. Despite the bill passing, the Cider Act was
unpopular and was a key factor in bringing down Bute and led to Dashwood’s
removal as Chancellor. After 1766, Dashwood served as Postmaster General,
overseeing a series of reforms to the system. But, in his later years, he turned from
politics to focus on his estates and his sociable world.

Dashwood lived during a period of rapid political transformation and historians
have tended to focus on his participation in this political world.  To a lesser
extent, scholars have examined his social networks, focusing especially on his life
as a libertine.  To this point, there has been relatively little examination of his
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intellectual life, especially the ways that his experiences shaped his development
as a connoisseur, collector and patron of the arts.  Here I examine Francis
Dashwood against the background of his education, his Grand Tours and his
social networks in order to provide a framework for better understanding the
formation and development of West Wycombe and its collections.

The Dashwoods

Francis Dashwood was born in 1708. He was the only son of Sir Francis
Dashwood, 1st Baronet (c.1658–1724) and Mary Fane (1674–1710). The 1st
Baronet was the sixth child of Alice Sleigh (1621–1693) and Francis Dashwood
(1603–1683), a saddler, merchant and alderman of the City of London.  Francis
and Alice Dashwood valued social status and inaugurated the generations-long
process of transforming the family from a respectable middling family of traders
into members of the peerage. Key to accomplishing this mission was making
strategic marriage alliances. So, for example, they married their eldest daughter,
Sarah, to Fulke Greville, 5th Baron Brooke, in 1665. The attainment of political
office was important as well and here the family was also successful. Samuel
Dashwood, the eldest child, was knighted and entered Parliament for the City of
London in 1685. In 1702, he became Lord Mayor of London.

While moving up the ranks in society, Samuel and Francis extended the family’s
mercantile interests. The youngest child, Francis was made a freeman of the
Vintners’ Company in 1680 and Samuel became Master of the Vintners’
Company.  The scale of the international trade with which they were involved
was substantial. In 1700, the brothers sent the frigate Dashwood to China to trade
£40,000 in gold goods for porcelain.  On another trading voyage, silks and other
goods in the eastern Mediterranean brought them £21,000 in return.  Samuel and
Francis served on the board of directors for both the Royal African Company and
the East India Company (Samuel became Deputy Governor in 1700 ). As such,
their investments were deeply implicated in Britain’s international slave trade and
imperial expansion. The brothers’ fortunes were further increased by the marriage
settlement in 1698 between their sister Elizabeth and her husband Thomas Lewis,
an alderman of London. This settlement transferred the manor of West Wycombe
from Lewis to Samuel and Francis. Tracts of land, such as those of West
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Wycombe, were key pieces to the social mobility game, and they added this
Buckinghamshire estate to the family properties in Well Vale, Lincolnshire, where
Samuel lived and Francis’s residence in Wanstead, Essex.

Always in the shadow of his brother, and without the wealth of a firstborn son,
Francis made a series of successful investments in the 1690s, giving him more
autonomy. In 1702, Queen Anne knighted Francis at Sir Samuel’s mayoral
inauguration feast.  On the death of his brother in 1706, Francis purchased West
Wycombe for £15,000 from his nephew George Dashwood. He also made a
politically important alliance, marrying Lady Mary Fane (d. 1710), the daughter
of the Earl of Westmorland, in 1705. The queen made Sir Francis a baronet in
1707 and his election as an MP for Winchelsea in 1708 solidified his rise in social
status and influence. That same year, his first son, Francis, was born. When Lady
Mary died in 1710, her brother, John Fane (1685–1762), later the 7th Earl of
Westmorland, took a great interest in the child’s education and played a key role
in his intellectual development. By the time Sir Francis died on 4 November
1724, young Francis was well positioned to live the life of a country gentleman.
He inherited his father’s title, estates and substantial wealth. And he had the
protection of a peer of the realm.

Education

Like many other eighteenth-century gentlemen, the second Sir Francis Dashwood
probably had a tutor as a young boy.  At the age of ten or eleven, he was sent to
Eton.  There, he set about learning Latin, both through memorisation and
composition. In the lower years his teachers introduced him to Terence, Lucian
and Aesop, while later he read Ovid, Cicero and Julius Caesar. Finally, in the sixth
form, he learned Greek and studied Homer.  During the fifth and sixth forms,
leisure hours would have included time for reading Roman and Greek history as
well as John Potter’s Archaelogia Graeca, which was the standard text on the
history of ancient Greece in the first half of the eighteenth century.  With his
budding interest in travel, Dashwood may well have browsed the library at Eton,
which contained atlases of ancient geography and compilations of works
illustrating the famous continental collections. They included Bernard de
Montfaucon’s L’Antiquité expliquée et représentée en figures (1719–24), Pietro
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Santi Bartoli’s Le Pitture antiche delle grotte di Roma (1706) and Admiranda
Romanarvm antiqvitatvm (1693) and Alessandro Maffei and Domenico de’Rossi’s
Raccolte di statue antiche e moderne (1704), among others.

Beyond his formal education, it appears that his uncle John Fane had an important
influence over the young Dashwood, introducing him to architecture, one of the
great interests of his life. During Dashwood’s youth, Fane employed Colen
Campbell to design a villa for him, Mereworth Castle in Kent, which was
completed in 1723 (fig. 1). Campbell based the house on Palladio’s Villa Capra
(constructed between 1566 and 1591 and better known as La Rotonda), which
neither he nor Fane had ever seen in person (fig. 2). In fact, neither of them had
even been on the Grand Tour. Consequently, Mereworth’s dome followed the
original designs of Palladio, rather than the actual one constructed by Vicenzo
Scamozzi, who took over construction on Palladio’s death.

Figure 1.
Hendrik Hulsbergh, Mereworth in Colen Campbell, Vitruvius Britannicus or the British Architect
(London: Colen Campbell, 1715): vol. III, pls. 35, 36 , ETH-Bibliothek Zürich (Rar 445 fol.).

Digital image courtesy of ETH-Bibliothek Zürich. (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)
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Figure 2.
Bernard Picart, Villa Rotunda in Giacomo Leoni, The Architecture of A. Palladio in Four Books
containing a Short Treatise on the Five Orders (London: James Leoni, 1715): vol. 1, bk 2, pl. 15,
etching and engraving, sheet 44.6 x 26 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (41.100.169
(1.2.15)).
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Digital image courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art. (All rights reserved)

Campbell and his patron had been inspired by Palladio through the experiments of
late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century architects, new editions of
Palladio’s works, the circulation of prints and drawings and the amateur
architectural circle of Lord Burlington.  This milieu must also have excited the
young Dashwood, who learned several things. First, he began developing a taste
for Italy, the Renaissance and Burlingtonian Palladianism and, through this
interest, he developed a penchant for a classical world mediated by Renaissance
interpretations. For example, as at the Villa Capra, Mereworth’s porticoes were
derived from the Porticus Octaviae (early third century CE) in Rome and the
house and estate cited numerous classical precedents, such the Arch of Titus in
Rome, which Campbell recreated in about 1725 as a garden folly. In the following
years, Fane and Dashwood discussed razing the old Church of St Lawrence at
Mereworth and constructing a new church (fig. 3), which included a barrel-
vaulted nave with faux-painted coffering that evoked ancient Rome as interpreted
through Leon Battista Alberti’s Sant’Andrea in Mantua (fig. 4).
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Figure 3.
St Lawrence Church, Mereworth, c. 1740s. Granville Davies/ Alamy Stock Photo BKHRJR).

Digital image courtesy of Granville Davies/ Alamy Stock Photo. (All rights reserved)
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Figure 4.
Leon Battista Alberti, Nave of the Basilica of Sant’Andrea, Mantua (looking towards entrance),
1472-94. Scala Archives / Diocesi di Mantova (0131707).

Digital image courtesy of Scala Archives / Diocesi di Mantova. (All rights reserved)
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The second lesson Dashwood learned from his uncle was the importance of
building a personal ‘paper museum’ as a tool to develop architectural literacy.
Despite never having been to Italy, Campbell and Fane were able to create one of
the finest villas of the early eighteenth century and they were able to accomplish
this because of their access to prints and drawings. In the following years,
Dashwood not only visited the drawing and print collections of other collectors
but he also amassed a reference library at West Wycombe that would set the stage
for his own building programmes. As a consequence of this interest in
architectural prints and drawings, throughout his life he was a patron of artists and
architects who wished to create accurate architectural reproductions on paper,
especially of works that had not previously been studied in detail. His support
culminated in James Stuart and Nicholas Revett’s Antiquities of Athens (1763)
and the Society of Dilettanti’s Ionian Antiquities (1769).

The Grand Tour

Dashwood left Eton in 1726 to begin his first Grand Tour. He visited France and
Germany for eight months and was back in England the following year.  On 11
May 1730, he left again for the continent, and The Daily Journal reported that this
was to be a two-year tour and that his first stop would be Germany.  By
December of that year he was in Venice, where he made the acquaintance of
Gustavus Hamilton, 2nd Viscount Boyne, and Edward Walpole.  In the following
weeks, he made his way north, arriving in Dover from Calais on 6 January
1731.  His whereabouts for the following few weeks are unclear but he returned
to Italy and was in Padua on 4 March 1731 when he visited the university with
Richard Tylney, Richard Pilkington and Richard Grenville (later Earl Temple).
Dashwood’s visit to Padua may have overlapped with Boyne, James Gray and
Joseph Alston, who visited the university at roughly the same time.  It was here
that these three came up with the idea to travel ‘either to Spain or
Constantinople’.  In the end, they chose Spain and departed from Venice on 13
April. According to the Secretary Resident, Elizeus Burges: ‘Lord Boyn, Sr James
Gray, Mr Alston and Mr Swiny went on board a small Scotch-ship last night, in
order to visit the isles of Malta & Minorca, Gibraltar, Cadiz and Lisbon; from
whence they propose to come back by land, and see all that is worth seeing in
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Spain in their return to Italy again, where they are under some sort of promise to
be by the end of Autumn.’  There has been some debate over whether Dashwood
travelled with this group of gentlemen to Spain. While Burges’s letter makes no
mention of Dashwood, there is at West Wycombe a group portrait by Bartolomeo
Nazari (fig. 5) commemorating this voyage.  The painting portrays five
individuals. They are, from left to right, Owen Swiney, an unknown individual
pointing to a compass, James Gray, Joseph Alston and Lord Boyne.  The
unknown individual could be Dashwood or he may be the ship’s captain. There is
a passing resemblance to Dashwood compared to his appearance in later images
(fig. 6). However, Nazari depicts a man who is significantly older than
Dashwood, then aged twenty-three, and, compared to more contemporaneous
images (fig. 7), there is little resemblance. A key factor in identifying the
individual may be his gesture towards the ship’s compass. In Jacobite circles, a
compass was a symbol of support for the Pretender.  Given the support for the
Jacobite cause in Scotland, it is possible that the man in question is the ‘Scotch-
ship’ captain.
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Figure 5.
Bartolomeo Nazari, Lord Boyne and Friends in a Ship’s Cabin, c.1731. Oil on canvas. West Wycombe
Park.

Digital image courtesy of West Wycombe Park / Photo: Rodolfo Acevedo Rodriguez. (All rights
reserved)
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Figure 6.
Nathaniel Dance, Francis Dashwood, 11th Baron Le Despencer, c. 1776. Oil on canvas, 73.7 x 61 cm.
National Portrait Gallery (NPG 1345).

Digital image courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, London (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0).
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Figure 7.
John Faber Jr, after Adrien Carpentiers, Francis Dashwood, 11th Baron Le Despencer, 1753.
Mezzotint, 32.7 x 22.5 cm. National Portrait Gallery, London (NPG D5032).
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Digital image courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, London (All rights reserved)

Between March and September 1731, Dashwood’s movements cannot be tracked
via archival sources but one of his visits may have been to Rome. It was during
this period that he first met Antonio Niccolini, who became a lifelong friend.
Niccolini was an antiquary who took an active role in the European republic of
letters. In addition to his correspondence with Italian luminaries, he cultivated a
broader network including Montesquieu, Charles de Brosses and Albrecht von
Haller, some of whom were also acquaintances of Dashwood.  Over the course
of his career, Niccolini was active in numerous societies, including the Accademia
della Crusca, the Accademia degli Apatisti, the Accademia del Disegno, the
Società Botanica (all in Florence), Accademia Etrusca di Cortona, Colonia
Fulgina (the colony of the Accademia dell’Arcadia, Foligno) and the Royal
Society (London). He was also a noted collector and a man of taste. De Brosses,
who visited him in October 1739, noted: ‘The Niccolini house has a number of
statues, bas-reliefs, and rare antique busts – and a famous cabinet [medaillier].’
No doubt, Niccolini was influential on the young Dashwood, who returned home
ready to follow his example.

By early October 1731, Dashwood was on his way to Bologna with a letter of
introduction from Antonio Leprotti, Clement XII’s physician, addressed to
Eustachio Manfredi, the founder of the Accademia degli Inquieti and the keeper
of the observatory at the University of Bologna. It stated:

‘Sir Francis Dashwood, Bt. will present this letter to my most revered
Signore Eustachio, who I hope will take pleasure welcoming and knowing
him, and also be well received at the Observatory, since he is a gentleman
who travels to learn about the rest of the world between here and Calais. He
has already been in Constantinople, and in many other places.// Our Mr.
Stevens is his friend, which is why I am all the more willing to ask him for
this favour, and as usual entrusting myself to his good graces.’

Dashwood’s friend was Henry Stewart Stevens, a mathematician at the centre of
Jacobite circles in Rome.  Leprotti operated in this network as well, even serving
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as a tutor to Prince Charles Edward Stuart and Henry Benedict Stuart.
Connections like these may have led to the nagging suspicion that Dashwood was
a Jacobite, though Horace Mann (no great admirer) thought that he was simply
not always aware of the political implications of his social connections.

What is significant is that Leprotti’s letter provides a clue to Dashwood’s travels
in these early years, notably a visit to the Ottoman Empire by September 1731.
This may be where he travelled in 1730, or it is possible that he left for
Constantinople at the same time that Boyne and the rest left for Spain. If
Dashwood kept a journal, it is now lost. However, a letter from Frank Skipwith to
Dashwood, written in the 1760s, fills in some of the gaps. Apparently, Dashwood
had advised Thomas George Skipwith, Skipwith’s son and Dashwood’s godson,
who left for the Ottoman Empire and Eastern Europe in 1765.  As Skipwith
senior told Dashwood, his son’s tour ‘so much resembles the Tour you once made
yourself’:

Athens, from thence went to Delos, and other Islands of the Archiepelago
[sic], went over to the Asiatick side, and visited Ephesus, Smyrna, & the
twelve Ionian Cities, from thence to the reputed spot, where Troy once
stood, and then cross’d over to the place of residence of the Grand Signior.
—— when he left Constantinople he travers’d Moldavia, & Wallachia on his
way to Warsaw, where the King then was, where great civilities are shown to
the English, by that wise & benevolent Prince; from thence to Berlin, and
then to the German Capitol; there he was to continue but a few days, and
then set out on his Rout towards Venice.

During the period in question, this tour was exceptional. Rarely did Grand
Tourists visit the eastern Mediterranean, let alone travel so widely across the
continent. Dashwood was clearly an individual with curiosity and a taste for
adventure.

Having returned from the continent in 1732, Dashwood was once more on the
move. In 1733, he was among those who travelled with George, Viscount Forbes
(later 3rd Earl of Granard), to St Petersburg. The mission’s purpose was to cement
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a commercial alliance with Russia and to undermine any French overtures to the
Russians.  Dashwood’s own interest, however, was that of a tourist. Leaving on
10 May 1733, he travelled from Copenhagen via Kronstadt to St Petersburg,
where he stayed for twenty days. His return included a visit to Gdansk (Danzig at
the time) and a reprise of Copenhagen and its environs. Dashwood’s travel journal
from this tour reveals a curious traveller interested in architecture, as well as
giving the earliest indication of his aesthetic taste. Observing the early stages of
Francesco Bartolomeo Rastrelli’s additions to the third Winter Palace (1732–6),
he wrote, ‘it will be very large when finished but not a peice [sic] of much
Architecture’.  Of Peterhof (fig. 8), constructed after designs by Jean-Baptiste
Alexandre le Blond and Johann Friedrich Braunstein between 1714 and 1721, he
noted that ‘the home is of no consideration’. However, of Monplaisir (1714–23,
by le Blond) and Marly (1720–3, by Braunstein), they were ‘the prittiest things I
have seen in these parts, and both worthy of a place in any Garden in Italy’.
Dashwood was also taken by le Blond and Niccolò Michetti’s gardens at the
Peterhof complex.
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Figure 8.
Prokofij Ivanovič Artemev and Nikita Čelnakov after Mikhail Makhaev, Peterhoff in Maison de
plaisance de Sa Majeste Imperiale de toutes le Russie &c. située sur le Golfe de Finlande à trente
verstes de St. Peterbourg, 1761. Etching and engraving, 47 x 137.2 cm. Library of Congress,
Washington, DC, Prints and Photographs Division (PGA - Niguet--Peterhoff. Maison de plaisance...
(D size) [P&P]).

Digital image courtesy of Library of Congress, Washington, DC, Prints and Photographs Division. (All
rights reserved)

Figure 9.
Francis Dashwood, Design for the north façade, West Wycombe Park, 1739. Pen and ink on paper,
21.5 x 45 cm. West Wycombe Park.
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Digital image courtesy of West Wycombe Park / Photo: Rodolfo Acevedo Rodriguez. (All rights
reserved)

These early responses to architecture suggest that Dashwood found Dutch-style
architecture more appealing than the French classical-inflected Baroque of
Rastrelli or the more formal classicism of le Blond. Considering Dashwood’s
close links to the Palladian circle of Colen Campbell through his uncle John Fane,
not to mention Dashwood’s later classicism, his rejection of the Winter Palace and
Peterhof might not initially seem to fit what we know of his taste. However, both
Peterhof and the Winter Palace, for all their classicism, were essentially Baroque
structures, full of ornament and broken facades. Marly and Monplaisir, despite
their invocation of the Dutch vernacular, were much more simple, solid facades
that Dashwood may have seen as having more in common with English
Palladianism.

Dashwood’s return from St Petersburg in 1733 found him in England for his most
extended stay in the country since his first tour in 1726. During these years, he
began the first round of updates to West Wycombe’s interiors, as well as exploring
the possibility of extensions and a new facade for the house (fig. 9). Like many
other Palladians, he was an amateur architect. His first designs from the late
1730s lack confidence in draughtsmanship and skill in design but show his
ambitious plans to build a seat fit for an aristocrat. During these years, he
capitalised on the social and cultural networks he had established at Eton and
subsequently abroad. He became a member of the Society of Dilettanti, joining
Boyne, Gray and a host of other Grand Tourists in this sociable dining society.
This network of travellers, collectors and connoisseurs crisscrossed Dashwood’s
political and social worlds, supporting him in his endeavours and shaping his
taste.

In 1739, at the age of thirty-one, Dashwood left England for Italy again. On this
tour, he cemented his reputation as a rake and his penchant for ribaldry led to
more than one rumour about his illicit activities. In a letter to Lord Boyne from
Rome dated 30 January 1740, Dashwood reported that he was drinking with a
fellow traveller, Born, who added a postscript to the letter reminding Boyne that
they had been drunk for six weeks together in Venice. He added that he had
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consumed three bottles of champagne and a quantity of punch with Dashwood
that evening. Signing off as ‘the dronken dutchman’, Born was just the sort of
person to whom Dashwood was drawn.  The letter also provides an insight into
some of Dashwood’s ambitions. He ruminated on taking a trip to Constantinople
in 1741 or perhaps a trip to Ireland. Clearly, more serious matters such as taking a
seat in Parliament were still far from his mind. Even so, Dashwood’s fortunes
changed rapidly in the next year and he never did return to Constantinople. He
was elected to the parliamentary seat for New Romney in 1741 and a few years
later married Sarah Gould, the widow of the great book collector Sir Richard
Ellys. His duties to the state and domestic life led him to focus his interests
increasingly on building his estate and his social networks.

Dashwood's Social World

By the late 1730s, Dashwood had developed an alter ego, ‘St Francis’, the name
by which he signed his letter to Lord Boyne. As St Francis, he held parties in the
country with his friends, wrote licentious songs and generally mocked the
Catholic Church. To his associates, he was a raffish joker, a ‘comic’, according to
de Brosses.  Niccolini was clearly amused by him, even when Dashwood held a
mock conclave on the death of Pope Clement XII, causing a ‘vrai scandalum
magnatum’.  Dashwood had a reputation as among the most ‘clubbable’
individuals of the eighteenth century. He was a member of the Society of
Dilettanti, the Society of Antiquaries, the Royal Society, the Lincoln Club, the
Egyptian Society, the Divan Club, the Society for the Encouragement of Arts,
Manufactures, and Commerce (later the Royal Society of Arts) and the Monks of
Medmenham Abbey. Some of these organisations were scholarly, some were
sociable and others were focused primarily on pleasure. The last, which included
the Monks of Medmenham Abbey, were generally intimate affairs of close
friends, while organisations such as the Royal Society brought together a broader
milieu of men of letters.

Dashwood had a particular interest in connecting with other travellers to the
Levant. This is clear from the fact that he joined the Earl of Sandwich’s Egyptian
Society and formed his own group, the Divan Club, which met monthly between
December and May from 1744 to 1746.  Like all the clubs with which
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Dashwood was associated, these were all-male affairs.  There was also often
quite a bit of overlap in membership, especially for clubs with similar interests
such as the Dilettanti, the Antiquaries, the Divan Club and the Egyptian Society.

In the elite world in which Dashwood operated, education and knowledge were to
be worn lightly. Certainly, erudition was appreciated but not to the detriment of
humour and wit. In this spirit of blending knowledge and pleasure, Francis
Dashwood proposed the motto seria ludo for the seal of the Society of Dilettanti
in 1742, a reference to Horace, which he probably learned during his days at Eton.
Limited to a few dozen individuals who had travelled on the Grand Tour, the
group met six times a year in London. Its membership is a roll call of Dashwood’s
friends and political allies, including John Montagu, 4th Earl of Sandwich, and
Robert Wood, with whom he worked while in political office. The group also
included several of the most important collectors of the age, who were central to
the introduction of neo-classicism into Britain.
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Figure 10.
George Knapton, Sir Francis Dashwood, 1742. Oil on canvas, 91.4 x 71.1 cm. Society of Dilettanti,
Brooks's Club, London.

Digital image courtesy of Society of Dilettanti, Brooks’s Club, London. (All rights reserved)
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Formed in 1732, the Society of Dilettanti was known in its earliest years as a
drinking club for libertines who loved opera and the fine arts.  When the group
decided that members would be required to give portraits for the society’s meeting
rooms, many presented themselves in poses referencing classical or Renaissance
art. Dashwood, for example, presented himself as St Francis (fig. 10), adoring the
Venus de’Medici, a reference to his taste and his rakishness. He was not alone.
Many of the younger members had also cultivated a reputation for libertinism and
portraits such as that of Sir Bourchier Wrey, who later named his daughters
Dionysia and Florentina, referred to their various escapades on the Grand Tour.

As an active member of the Dilettanti, Dashwood was involved in some of their
more serious pursuits, from commissioning architects who were charged with
designing Palladian accommodation for the society, to sketching out plans to
establish an academy for arts and architecture in London, to serving on the Ionian
committee, which oversaw the multi-year expedition of Richard Chandler,
Nicholas Revett and William Pars to western Anatolia and mainland Greece. It
was through the Dilettanti that Dashwood exerted his erudition and knowledge,
helping to shape the taste of fellow aesthetes and participating in setting the
foundations for the development of classical archaeology in Britain.

While organisations such as the Society of Dilettanti, the Society of Antiquaries
and the Royal Society were London-based groups, by the 1750s the Lincoln Club
and the Monks of Medmenham Abbey were revolving round Dashwood’s country
life in Lincolnshire and Buckinghamshire. Both groups had strong sociable
elements. The Monks of Medmenham Abbey was a club that Dashwood hosted at
a Gothic ruin, which he began renting and restoring at that time (fig. 11). It
functioned as a pleasure garden, where his friends could come and stay, reading
books from the library and composing verse.
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Figure 11.
James Newton, Medenham [sic] Abbey near Henley on Thames, in Francis Grose, The Antiquities of
England and Wales, vol. 8 (London: S. Hooper, 1787): opp. p. 12, 17 February 1787. Engraving, 11.5
x 15.2. The Getty Research Institute.

Digital image courtesy of Hathi Trust Digital Library. (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)

Persistent rumours concerning the dubious activities of its members, dressing as
monks, consorting with prostitutes and getting inebriated, are almost certainly
true. Like the other groups with which he was involved, the Medmenham Monks
helped consolidate Dashwood’s political and social networks. Members included
his political allies the Earl of Sandwich, Dodington, Simon Luttrell, later 1st Earl
of Carhampton, Sir William Stanhope (the brother of Dashwood’s political ally
Lord Stanhope) and John Tucker. The membership also included literary types
and local gentlemen, such as John Clerke of Aston, Thomas Potter and Paul
Whitehead, a close friend of Dashwood. And, to Dashwood’s later detriment, the
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firebrand politician John Wilkes was also a regular participant.

The Lincoln Club was slightly more sober than the Medmenham and had more in
common with other dining societies. The association met at the Green Man Inn in
Blankney, near a pleasure ground that Dashwood built beneath Dunston Pillar, a
beacon on the heath that he had constructed in 1751 to guide travellers. Its
members were local gentlemen, including John Monson, 2nd Baron Monson,
Lord Robert Manners of Bloxholm, Lord Sherard Manners and Lord Charles
Manners (brothers of Dashwood’s fellow Dilettante, John Manners, Marquess of
Granby) and George Carpenter, 1st Earl of Tyrconnell.  In addition to being his
friends, they were central to Dashwood’s ability to function as an effective
politician beyond the confines of the metropolis.

If the Grand Tour was significant in the education and formation of social
networks for male members of British elite society, the associational world both
in London and the counties was essential for maintaining and extending these
networks. Certainly, Dashwood was effective at using his membership in societies
to solidify his influence, both in London and beyond. Of course, there was more
to projecting one’s influence than active participation in social life. As a landed
gentleman, it was Dashwood’s responsibility to build up an estate that could
project his wealth, taste and power.

West Wycombe Estate

At West Wycombe, Dashwood turned to designing a house that reflected his
position in society and the ascendancy of the Dashwood family, instigating a
rigorous building programme that lasted into the 1780s. Like his uncle, the Earl of
Westmorland, Dashwood set out to reimagine his estate. Aside from the
acquisition of pictures, Dashwood’s principal focus as a collector was on prints,
books and casts of statues. In 1732 alone, he purchased over £2700 in books from
a bookseller in Amsterdam.  Many of these volumes were editions of key
seventeenth-century texts by authors such as Grotius, Racine, Corneille,
Fontenelle and Bayle. As Dashwood continued to build his library, his collection
of prints and books on architecture, antiquities and painting became the basis on
which he grounded the architectural programme of the estate.  He expanded the
house, infusing it with references to the classical and Renaissance worlds,
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ensuring that the interior was richly infused with quotations, references to and
representations of the Grand Tour. Indeed, nearly every corner of the house refers
not only to another work of art that could be seen on the Grand Tour but also to a
work of art that had been engraved and was in the collection at West Wycombe. In
addition, he created a garden of follies and sculptures that was constantly growing
and changing to reflect the latest fashions.

Despite the proliferation of references to architecture, sculpture and painting,
Dashwood and his architects did not design haphazardly. The rooms were
intended to tell a story that could represent his erudition and taste, as well as
embodying the motto seria ludo. So, while the Entrance Hall on the south side of
the ground floor appears nothing but serious – a Palmyrene ceiling derived from
Ruins of Balbec and a hypocaust floor based on William Stukeley’s discoveries in
Lincoln serve as the framework for a hall of worthies – the view to the east
terminates in an alcove in the Dining Room that prominently houses a copy of the
Venus de Medici, a pointed reference to Dashwood’s alter ego, St Francis. And, in
fact, images that initially appear mundane, such as the frieze and fireplace in the
Dining Room, become more complex when read in a broader context. The frieze
and fireplace designs, for example, cite the so-called ‘Tomb of Bacchus’, then in
the Church of Santa Costanza in Rome. In the early decades of the century, a
group of Dutch artists in Rome known as the Bentveughels would take
pilgrimages to the tomb, which became an icon to the group known for its
Bacchic revelries. It is not a coincidence, therefore, that the Society of Dilettanti
recreated the tomb to contain the organisation’s papers.

The desire to blend intellectualism and libertinism spilled into the garden. As an
example, the Temple of Venus was one of the earliest features of West
Wycombe’s gardens. It was a round temple perched on a small hill. Below it was
a section of the garden, known as Venus’s Parlour, which was cleared when
Humphrey Repton re-landscaped West Wycombe beginning in 1796. A view by
William Hannan from the 1750s portrays the temple in situ (fig. 12).  On an
artificial hill, a circular temple – an allusion to the rotunda at Stowe but situated in
gardens with a different moral programme – housed a copy of the Venus
de’Medici. A path led down the hill to a grotto built underneath the temple. A
design for the grotto still exists in the Dashwood collections (fig. 13). It appears
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that this section of the garden followed the design of a nymphaeum similar to
those found in the gardens of Renaissance Italian villas. In effect, it was similar to
Palladio’s for the Villa Barbara, although on a much smaller scale. The oval
entrance to the grotto alluded to sexuality and temptation, with symbols that all
but the most obtuse visitor could understand. Perched above the ‘door of life’, as
John Wilkes later referred to it, was a lead copy of Giambologna’s sixteenth-
century Mercury.  Mercury’s association with commerce and communication are
well known but eighteenth-century libertines also associated Mercury with sexual
commerce.

Figure 12.
William Hannan, View of West Wycombe Park from the North, early 1750s. West Wycombe Park.

Digital image courtesy of West Wycombe Park / Photo: Rodolfo Acevedo Rodriguez. (All rights
reserved)
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Figure 13.
Design for the grotto, West Wycombe Park, ca. 1750s. Pen and ink on paper. West Wycombe Park.

Digital image courtesy of West Wycombe Park. (All rights reserved)

While few textual descriptions of the site exist, and those that do are dubious
descriptions, the tone of the site is embodied in John Wilkes’s description of West
Wycombe. In 1763, he wrote that ‘you find at first what is called an error in
limine; for the entrance to it is the same entrance by which we all come into the
world, and the door is what some idle wits have called the door of life’.  He
mentioned also that Lord Bute had encouraged Dashwood to erect a Paphian
column – a reference to the Temple of Venus at Paphos on Cyprus – in front of the
entrance: ‘There are in these gardens no busts of Socrates, Epaminondas, or
Hampden [a reference to the Temple of Ancient Virtue and the Temple of British
Worthies at Stowe]; but there is a most indecent statue of the unnatural satyr [the
Satyr with a Goat in the King of Naples’s collection]; but at the temple I have
mentioned, are two urns sacred to the Ephesian matron, and to Potiphar’s wife,
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with the inscriptions Matronae Ephesiae Cineres, Dominae Potiphar Cineres’.

For Dashwood, managing the West Wycombe estate also involved attending to the
welfare of the local community. In 1747 he supported a poor relief bill and was
generally a supporter of the concept that public works should be voluntarily
funded by local gentlemen in times of need. As a result, Dashwood was
responsible for a series of architectural and topographical works that benefitted
the community.  With the crop failures of 1750, Dashwood put his poor relief
designs into practice by employing the agricultural workers of West Wycombe to
excavate chalk from the hill, which was used to re-pave the Oxford road. The flint
that they removed with the chalk was used in new buildings across the estate and
in the town. This associated construction both employed the locals and also
provided an unfinished rustic look that was popular at mid-century.  Likewise,
during a period of intermittent grain shortages in the 1760s, Dashwood rebuilt the
parish church, St Lawrence.  This was significant not only for the builders but
also for the West Wycombe furniture-makers. Dashwood hired them to refit the
church, which, when it opened on 10 June 1763 to ‘a suitable Anthem’, included a
£6000 organ and ‘Seats covered with green Cloth’.  The painted ceiling, by
Borgnis, was a spectacular adaptation of Robert Wood’s drawings of the Temple
of the Sun at Balbec, reflecting the cutting edge of mid-century taste.

Conclusion

After his term as Chancellor of the Exchequer was completed, Dashwood
continued working for the government, specifically as Postmaster General.
However, after the 1760s he effectively withdrew from politics, spending his
remaining years building his collections and extending his house. Dashwood
never gave up his desire for travel. And, while as far as we know he never
revisited Constantinople, he did return to Italy in 1768. Writing to Sir William
Hamilton and the first Lady Hamilton, he thanked them for ‘the many civilities
you were pleased to shew to Mr. Delon and myself during our stay at Naples’. It is
not clear who ‘Mr. Delon’ was but Hamilton ended his reply with an intriguing
postscript: ‘I beg you will be so obliging to send the enclosed to Mr.
D’hancarville’. This was Pierre-François Hugues, the self-styled Baron
d’Hancarville, who published Collection of Etruscan, Greek and Roman
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Antiquities from the Cabinet of the Hon. William Hamilton in 1767–76.  This
was one of the seminal antiquarian publications of the eighteenth century.

In all, Dashwood was a collector of representations and West Wycombe was a
curatorial extension of these representations. As a three-dimensional re-creation
of his travels and collection, he could expect visitors to see it as a material
embodiment of his knowledge, connoisseurship and wit. In January 1769, after
several years of illness, Dashwood’s wife, Mary, died. Francis Dashwood died
twelve years later, in 1781, and was buried with friends and family in a flintwork
mausoleum on the West Wycombe estate, which he designed with his architects
(fig. 14). This structure was in effect an outdoor columbarium that evoked the
ruins of ancient Italy – a fitting resting place for this highly idiosyncratic
connoisseur and collector.
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Figure 14.
Nicholas Revett, Mausoleum, West Wycombe Park, West Wycombe Park.

Digital image courtesy of Marcus Loveday / Alamy Stock Photo. (All rights reserved)
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