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William Birch: His America11 Enamel Portraits 
By JEA:-1 LAMBERT 8ROCK\\'AY 

W
ILLIA;\[ BIRCH was an English enamel painter and 
engraver who spent the greater part of his profes
sional career in America. Hal( his life he lived in 

England; but at the ver�• height of his reputation, laden with 
English honors, he brought his 
family to the United States, and 
here remained until his death 
forty years later. During his 
'\mcrican residence Birch ful.filled the promise of his brilliant 
years in London by designing and 
executing the exquisite enamel 
portraits upon which his reputa
tion chieAy rests. 

c'<quisite simulated cameo brooches. It is likewise interesting tn 
note his somewhat amhitious proje<'ts in a quite different field. 
that of engraving. I le considered himself a copyist, and h1� 
Dnices de In Gr1111dt', puhlished in F.nglnnd, was a collection 

of engravings after well-known 
paintings and prints. This intcrcs1 
also Birch brought to Americ:i, 
and, once established in Phil:t . 
delphia, he undertook an elahn 
rate set of virws of that citr 
engraved after designs by his soi1 
Thomas. The sc.:t was published 
in 1Roo. ln 1808 he published yet 
another group of engravings called 
Counh)' Seats of America, thr 
sketches for which he had madr 
on a tour rhrollgh Pennsylvania, 
Delaware, and Maryland. 

Birch's decision to move to th<' 
 United States lends little support 
 to the theory that the emigrant 

is generally a failure at home. 
His friends had arrangeJ for his 

appointment as Enamcl

Birch came from an old \\'ar
wicksh i re  family. His father 
placed him in a Catin school in 
\\"arwick at an early age, but to 
little purpose. The lad was then 
taken into the household of his 
cousin, \\'illiam Russell of Bir
mingham, where he made some 
advance in his formal studies. 
But when his decided 
taste for the arts final
ly revealed itself, he 
was sent to London to 
the shop of Thomas 
Jeffreys, friend of the 
Russell family. Herc he 
spent six years and some 
months in learning the 
jeweler's art and the 
d if f icult t e c h n iq u e  
of enameling. 

ln 1775, at the age of 
twentv, Birch first at
tracted attention br his 
exhibit of enamel m.inia
tures at the Society of 
Artists. He likewise ex
hibited at the Royal 
Academy in 1781 and 
1782, and t hrce years 
later was awarded a medal by the Society of Artists for excellence 
in his art and for his contributions to improvements in its 
processes. These improvements included a method of ohtaining a 
warm white by underlaying the final coat of white with a rhin 
coat of yellow. 

Through the good offices of his wealth)' cousins and through 
his acquaintance with the Earl of lansfickl, 13irch enjoyed 
considerable aristocratic patronage. But his most important 
professional connection was with Sir J oshlla Reynolds, who not 
only became his warm friend but a genuine admirer of his calcncs. 
In facl:, the great Sir Joshua had many of his own famous por
traits copied in enamel by the young painter, thus, according to 
Birch's statement, to "preserve their beautiful coloring." 

In addition to portraits, Birch executed charming little still
life subjects in enamel, and contrived various ornamental 
enamels rather more doscly allied to the jeweler's art, such as his 

ist to the King, an honor 
which, for some ohsc11rr 
reason, the artist de
clined. Furthermore, hr 
was patronized by ;1 

fashionable clien telc, had 
manv inAuential friends, 
and iived in comfortable 
surroundings. But in 
spite of these attrac
tions, he could not resist 
the urge to depart from 
his native land. 

Some of the reasons 
fur this arc revealed in 
his autobiographical 
Recoller7ion.r. The death 
of his two friends and 
pat rons, Sir Joshu,1 
Reynol ds a n d  Lo rd 

l\lansficlJ, greatly distressed him. The French Rcvol11tio11,and 
its dfn'ts in England, were unsettling infl11c-nccs. 11ut not imprnh 
al,lv his decision to visit America hingPti primarily on his \\ sli 
to view the American scene at first hand. His profession dcp1· 111 t·d 
for support on a society possessed of a certain amount of wc.uth, 
leisure, and interest in the arts; and he had learned from Amcri 
can visitors to London that the young Hcp11blic offered these 
reCJuisitcs. Nor haci he lacked more definite encouragement t< 

undertake the great adventure . .'\cquaintance with variou� 
wealthy and cultivated Americans had assured him of /incline 
sympathetic surroundings in an overseas home. More particu� 
larly, Judge Samuel Chase of Annapolis, a patron of the arts in 
the Ncw \\'oriel, haci insisted upon his trying his fortunes in � 
fresh territory. So at last, in October 1794, at the age of thirty
nine, Birrl1, with wife and four children, moved to Philadelphia 

He had been offered many letters of introducl:ion, but wisel) 

.
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decided t h a t  one from Benj a m i n  West , pres ident  of t h e  Roy a l  
Academy,  wou ld  be  sufficien t .  This  do ument  was add ressed to 
Wi l l i am H i ngham,  gen i a l  friend o f  the  arts  i n  Ph i l arle lph i a ,  w ho 
i mmedi atel y engaged B i rch to i n st ru ct h i s  t wo d a u ghters and  
one  of the ir  friends i n  drawi ng.  The  ar t i s t ' s  ca reer a s  a t u  Lor was  
brief. He was soon engaged in h i s  

dem ands  the  greatest pa t i ence and care ,  as we l l  as considera ble  
pract i c a l  exper ience w i t h  the  chem istry  i n vol ved . I t  i s  not  
s t range that  m a n y  of t hose who have  exce l l ed i n  the  ena meler 's  
art  have  been con ten t  to master t h e  craft i t sel f  w i t hout at
tempt ing  to i n  ent  the i r  ow n  designs. 

preferred occupat ion of m a king portra i t s  
i n  ename l .  In  h i s  rem a rkable u n pu b
l i shed Rtcollefliom, wh ich  a rc st i l l  
owned b y  t h e  B i rch  fa m i l y  i n Ph i l a
de l ph ia ,  he te l l s  of bu i ld i ng  h i m se l f  a 
furnace. His  fi rst pai n t i ngs i n  m erica 
were apparent ]  , " a  fu l l-size picl: u re i n  
enamel of  M r .  B i ngham a n d  a sma l l e r  
one  from i t  for l i ss B ingh a m . "  ' i nce 
i t  i s  possib le  to m a k e  a n  ename l  a s  
l a rge a s  wo fe e t  sq uare ,  t h e  port ra i t o f  
h i s  Phi l adelph ia  pa t ron m a y  h a v · 
been l i fe  s ize .  

I n  h i s  Ruol/ec7ions, Bi rch clescri bes 
the art of ename l i ng.  " n amel pa i n t
i ng," he w ri tes, " i s t he u n i q u e  A rt 
of he ighten ing  and preserv i ng t he 
beauty of t i nts to fu tur i ty ,  as g iven i n  
t h e  works of  t he most celebrated Mas
ters of Pai n t i ng, w i t hout  a poss ibi l i t y  
o f  the ir  changi ng ;  t he colors are m ade 
of meta l l i c  su bstances, meta l s  and 
m i nerals,  sol uted, ca lc i ned, and com posed 
w i th  glassy su bstances, com mon l y  ca l l ed 
Flux,  and when l a id  on bodies of t he i r  
own k i nd and p laced i n  a strong hea t ,  
w i l l  me l t  i n  one w i t h  them and become 
perm anent . "  

Th i s statement affords a n  i n t erest i ng 
general  defi n i t ion ,  but  i t  g i ves sma l l  n0-
t ion of the  t edious steps i n vol ved i n  
enamel pa in t ing  and o f  t h e  str icl l i m i t a
t ions placed u pon t he art ist . l n  i t s  s im
plest term s, t rue enamel ing  consists  in  
coa t i ng the  su rface of  meta l , porce l a i n ,  
or a n y  substance tha t  m a y  b e  sa fe l y  
ra ised to red heat ,  w i t h  a layer of me l t ed 
gl ass. As pract ised b y  Bone,  B i rch , 
and the e ightee n th-century  m i n i a t u rists
in  enamel  who stem from the  Li moges 
school , the process i s  br ieA y t h i s :  on 
t he back of a small p late of  gold or copper,  
t he artist fi res a t h i n  coa t of enamel , or 
fine ly  powdered and washed g l ass. Then 

Soun a ft e r  begi n n i n g  h i s  e n a m e l  
pai n t i n g  i n  Ph i l ade lph i a ,  B i rch found 
t hat  com m i ssions came in  " fl uent ly ,"  
and  he devoted h ims  I f  exclus ive l y to  
fi l l i n g  them . M ore than  ha l f  of  these 
orders were for copies in ename l  of  l a rge 
port rai t s  by oth ·r pa in ters, and were 
u su a l l y  of m i n i a t u re s ize ; t he rem a i nder 
were for  ename l  portra i t s  from l i fe , 
B i rch m a king t he origi na l  s tud ies .  

1 t  i s  i n teres t i ng  to observe  that  1 794, 
t he year of B i rch ' s  m i grat ion to  th i s  
cou nt ry ,  i s  a l  o m a rked by G i l bert  

t u a rt ' s  ret urn  to Amer ica w i t h  t he 
avowed pu rpo e of pa i n t i ng Wash ing
ton .  B i rch te l ls  u s  that  Wash i n gton 
offered to s i t  to him a l  o ,  but that he 
decl ined the honor,  preferr i ng  to make 
a n  ename l  m i n i a t u re a fter  t he Stuart 
portra i t .  Th i s  he d id ,  with such success 
t h a t  he w as led to make ,  i n  a l l ,  si x t y
one ename l  copies of the  t wo Stuart  
ver ions of  t he Genera l .  The fi rst i s  

p · rhaps t he mos t  i n terest i ng .  I t  i s  a copy 
of t h e  s0-ca l leJ Mount  Vernon head, 
S tuar t ' s  fi rst  l i keness of  \\'ash i ngton . 
R i rch  sold i t  d i re l y  t o  M r . McHenry of 
B a l t i more, a bout  1 796, and m ade no 
more copies from t ha t  part icu l a r  or iginal . 

H i s  other s i x t y  Washi ngton e n ame l s  
are t a ken from " tu art 's  " Lan sdowne " 
por ra i t .  The y usua l l y  measu re abou t two 
and  one h a l f  by t h ree i nches i n  s ize,  and 
B i rch s t a t es that  he  recei ved from t h i r t y  
to  o n e  hu ndred dol l a rs e a c h  for the m .  
T h e  M o u n t  ernon Assoc i a t ion o w n s  one 
e x a m ple ,  and se vera l  others are known i n  
Ph i la d e l p h i a .  ot more t han  n i ne h a v e  
t h u s  far been located . 

U i rt:h ' s  bea u t i fu l  enamel  of Jefferson 
i s  another  copy after t u art .  In h is  
memoi rs, t he ar t i s t  descri hes the  c u rious 
c i rc u m sta nces a t tend ing  the  prod u d ion 
of th is work.  I n  cl-ober of 1 05 , he cal led 
on J e ffer  on  and spe n t  a plcasu ra h le  v i s i t  

on the fron t  he lays a t h i n  coa t  of  ename l ,  usua l l y  w h i t  , w h i ch 
const i t u tes the background for h i s  m i n i a t u re .  Dur i ng  the  firing
the  p late  is  care fu l l y  watched, for ,  u n l i ke other  fu s ing ,  t he 
mel t i ng of enamel  takes but  a few m i n u tes.  When t he p late  g lows
brigh t ly  the deed i s  done.  A fter  each fir i ng,  the  p la te i s  gradua l l y
cooled o n  a bed o f  hot sand. \\ hen t h e  background coat i s  read y ,
the design i s  appl ied to i t  by t ransfer ,  and t h e  dark  shadi ngs
of enamel are i n t roduced and fi red . e t t he ar t i s t  takes h i s
lumps o f  colored enamel ,  w h ich are not h i n g  but  g l a ss mel t ed w i t h
oxides of various meta l s ,  and gr inds t hem very  fi ne i n  a mor tar .
The resu l tant  powder i s  m ixed w i th  a l i t t l e  water u n t i l  i t  spreads
l i ke butter. I t  i s  then applied w i t h  fine brushes or need les .  On
patches that requ i re no color, a l i t t le c lear  A u x  i s  p laced to keep
t he su rface eve n .  The w hole i s  pressed dow n ,  d r ied in a slow ove n ,
an d  t h e n  fired. Subseq uent l y , i f  t he ar t ist  s o  chooses,  Aecks o f
gold arc added and o t h e r  fi n ish i ng deta i l s  worked i n  . .  I I  t h i s

i n  con versi ng a bou t the  ar ts .  J e fferson then  presen ted h im w i th  a 
 sma l l  engrav d port ra i t ,  wh ich  B i rch t hought very bad . W i t h.  

surpr i s ing  fra n k ness, he  told t he President  t hat  t here shou ld be 
 a l a w  aga i nst such w retched performa nces,  and t h a t  he, B i rch ,  
 cou ld cert a i n ly do  m u  h bet ter .  J e fferson apparen t l y  agreed , 
 for he l en t  the cou rageous v i  i tor h i s  t u art profi le from w hich to 
 make a d raw ing  for a n  engrav ing  o f  h i s  own. I ron ica l l y  enough, 
 when B i rch  reached home and a t t empted the  engrav i ng, he 
 found h i mse l f u nequa l  to t he ta k. However ,  he m ade a drawi ng, 
 a nd engaged t he · ngravc r  · d w i n  to m ake a plate from i t .  Th i s  
 B i rch u sed i n  pu l l i ng a few i m press ions ,  but  t h e n  decided t o  re
 b i te  t h e  copper ,  and ,  in so doing,  ru i ned t h e  p l a te . Eventu a l l y ,  
 after  s o  m a n y  fiascos, he  used h i s  draw ing  a fter  t he t u a r t  or ig i
 na l  as t he bas is  for h i s  now famous ename l .  
 To  S tuar t ' s  com p le te ly  s im ple com posi t ion  B i rch  added a 
 sy m bol ica l  backgrou nd shO\ i n g  t he l i bert y cap i n  the  sun 
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rou t i n g  t h e  dev i l s  of i n  j u st i ce . Su ch a backgro u n d  was fas h i o n a b l e  
at  the  t i m e  i f  n o t  i n  accord w i t h  presen ;t'St h e t i c  n o t i o n s ,  a n d  i n  
t h i s  i n st a n ce, because execu ted b y  a m aster ,  i t  i s  decora t i ve a n d  
su i tab le  to t h e  medi u m .  There 
m a y  be two of t h ese Jefferson 
e n a m e l s  t hough bur one i s  
n o w  know n .  For m a n y  years 
i n  t h e  col lec ion of D r .  . \\ e i r  

l i tchc l l ,  t h i s  d a i n t y  t r i u m p h  
i s  st i l l  i n  t h e  possess ion of  t h e  

i tchel l fa m i h· . 
T h e  s e v e r ; ! e n a m e l s  o f  

B i shop W i l l i a m  \\'h i te fi rst  
Epi scopal  B i shop of  Pen n 
s y l va n i a ,  m ad e  b y  B i rch a fter  

u l l y '  p rtra i t reveal  a n  
i n t erest i ng c h a r a  eri s t i c  o f  
t h e  e n a m eler 's  tech n i q u e  as 
copyist . ach e n a m e l  is d i s
t i n  i ve i n  s ize,  sca l e ,  and 
col or i ng .  Ev ide n t l y  B i rc h  d i d  not ad here to a ru l ed a n d  sq u a red 
dra w i ng .  To each new e n a m e l  h e  bro u g h t  a fresh st u d y  of t h e  
portra i t  i n  h a n d  a n d  of i t s  su bj c  . Consec i u en r l y  h i s  work i s  
rel i eved of  mech a n i ca l  s t i ffness,  a q u a l i t y  too o ften  pre e n t  i n  
French e n a m e l s  o f  the  period. The t wo k nown Lafa ye t t e  p r t r a i  s 
fu r t her i l l u s t rate  t h i s  poi n t ,  as do a l so t h e  \\'a s h i n gton e n a m el s . 

I n  addi t ? n h i s  cop' e , B i r  h l c· f t a s m a l l  group of port ra i ts 
exq u i si te !  done from l i fe , as i f to prove t h a t  t he great  c n a m  l i st 
may surpass the usual  l i m i tat ions  of  his m ed i u m . ! a n y  of  t h ese 
port ra i ts  represe n t  mem bers o f  h i s  own fa m i l y :  l a ry B i rc h ,  h i  
mother (now at  t he M et ropo l i tan M u  cu m ) ; l rs .  \\ i l l i a m  B i rc h ,  
h i s  w i fe  ( now i n  the  col lecl i o n  of Ed m u n d  B u r y ,  Ph i l ade l p h i a) ; 
Prisci l l a  B i rch h i s  d a u ghter ( la ter  M rs .  B arnes) . There i s  a l so a 
dai n t y  l i t t l e  port ra i t  of rs . J oh n  1 i ffl i n ( C l e m e n t i n a  R oss ) 

O\ n ed i n  P h i l adel p h i a , and  one of l rs .  J o h n  Pe n n  as " Lu n a . "  
T h e  d ra w i n g  i n  s hou l ders a n d  bust  o f  t hese fe m i n i n e  subj ec s i s  
som e t i m es wea k ,  a fac t h a t  u s u a l l y  p a s  e u n no t i ced beca u se o f  

t h e  fi n el y h a r mon i zed colori ng  
a n d  b ri l l i a n t  surface . 

o me w h e re t h e re m u st s t i l l  
sur v i ve  t h e  port ra i t  o f  t he 
" H O . .  I r . Y a n  B r a m " 
1 horn B i rc h  m e n t ions  i n  h i s  
Recolleflions . H e  a l so speaks 
of h a vi ng h ad a s i t t i ng from 
t h e  • p a n i s h  m i n i s ter ,  J oseph 
de J audc nes,  a l t hou gh he d i d  
n o t  C O J  y t h e  t u art  por t ra i t  
of  t h a t  d i p lom a t .  , t l e a  t 
a n o t h e r  s i x of t h e  B i rch por
t ra i t s  m ust  h a v e  been done 
from l i fe . 

B i rc h has  long been k no w n  
a a br i l l i a n t  copy i s t ,  fa mous 

ch iefl y for  h i  fi n e  e n a m e l s  o f  S t u a r t ' s \\'a sh i ngton .  \\'ork i ng 
from t h e  design o f  a no t h e r  a r t i s t  he cou l d  a c h i e  e a n  i n terpre
t a t ion w i t h i n  h i s  own d i fficu l t  m ed i u m  t h a t  preserved t h e  
origi n a l  w i t h  rem a r k a b l e  fidel i y .  H e  was a cra ftsm a n  a n d  master 
of  a n  exac ing m ed i u m ,  and had he been not h i ng more h i s  n a m e  
wou l d  s t i l l  b e  d i s t i ngu i sh ed a mong e n a m c l i s ts . 

B u t  B i rc h  w a s  more t h a n  a su ccessfu l copy i s t . He had a t a l e n t  
for p r r ra i t u re t h a t  fr e d  h i m  of  d pendenee on  o t her a r t i s t s. 
H i s  or igi n a l s  show h i m  to h a ve possessed a fi n e  sense of desi g n ,  
a n d  a n  a bi l i t y n o t  mere l y  to d ra w  a good l i keness, b u t  to prod uce 
a sensi t i v e  c h a ra c  er s t u d v . B i rc h t h u s  com b i ned t h e  ta lents  o f  
cra ft s m a n  a n d  a r t i s t .  I n  h i s  work a re t h e  del i cate tou ch o f  t h e  
engra ver,  t h e  d ra u g h t sm a n sh i p of  an  a bl e  portra i t  pa i n ter , a n d  

h e  i m agi n a  i o n  o f  a pu re color i st .  

l ist of Portraits by !Fi/Ii am Birrh 

( '(� 1111 111b,rs starred art piflurrd in the ltxt) 

I .  G E N E lt A L  B A lt K E lt  1 ,1 . j A  DEN ES ,  DoN J o s E r  DE 20. l r < s � I . T. PH 1 L 1. 1 r  z . \\' , s 11 1 NGTON ,  G EORGE 
-:I . B I NGHA M ,  W t L L I A M  After  S ruar t .  B i rch  m ade several 'l l .  H. A rt N E S'JU E 1 " ,  • A M I . E l. 1 5  " X J", _Large s ize ,  probnbl  • from l i fe ;  copies. wh i ch  he  men t ions in h i s  1 rcu l a r, l ' •  d ia meter,  s igned Samutl . 'Ivery, 1909 

men tioned i n  Bi rch's Ruollrflions Ruolleflio111. on back If '. llircE. :9. \\' A . H I NGTON ,  G EORGE  
as fi rst  enamd portra i t  pa in ted J .j .  J E H E R  O N

1 
THOM A S  811rli11gh11111 Collu7ifl11 ,  Srw J 'nrlt ,\ fr1. S .  If '. Edwards, 1881 

in America .  Si gned J,jf,rson, r.. ,\'111nr/ Pinx. 2 2 .  R o , , C 1 . E '< f. Nl l N  ( l rs .  John  JO. \\' A r n t NC':TON ,  G EORGE ( ti97) 
J ·  B I NG H A M ,  WI LL I AM  II '. Birch dtlin.  IJ. r:dwin ,  , c. Fish l,ou rne l i ffi i n ) C. G. Banuy, Richmond, I I 

Min i a ture ename l  a fter above, 1 09. 2 " x  r 7 " .  This may  be Mrs. C. S. IJmdf1,rd, l'hil11dtlpbi11, J I .  W A S H I NGTON ,  G EORC':F. 
mentioned in Ruollrflio111 as  a sam • as 'Jo. 1 5 , nr i1 mnr  h the 189S .\ fr. L1•lt, Drtblin ,  frtla11d, t 1 

copy made for M i ss Bi ngham. origi na l  d rnwl n , m�n t 1oncd in  23 .  I l uN .  I\- I R ,  \' A N  B R A M  ( fif/i) J ! ,  \\• l\ , l t�l 'l O TO S •  ( ; F.O R C: E  

-4.• B I RC H ,  hs .  Wu. L I A M R . ,  the t he  Ruolltflions,  made by R i rch  Four copies men t ioned i n  Bi rc h 's . \ 11 . f 'rrnn" ,i11ociatio 11 , Mt. 
a r t i s t ' s  w i fe f or  h i s  enam I .  Rtcnller7fons. f 'emo 11 . f 'ir'(inia 
Oval ,  I , · • .'' x t ,½". 1 . •  j E r r E R  O N ,  TH M A S  :4. \\' , H J N C .I UN .  ( ; F.ORC , £ (r. li1J/i ) .IJ ·  \\' ,: 1 .u, . J m F MI 
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