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William Birch: His American Enamel Portraits

Bv Jeax Lassert Brockway

T ILLIAM BIRCH was an English enamel painter and
engraver who spent the greater part of his profes-
sional career in America. Half his lifec he lived in

England; but at the verv height of his reputation, laden with
szliqh honors, he hmuaht his
family to the United States, and .
here remained until his death
farty vears later. During his
Amcrican residence Birch ful-
filled the promise of his brilliant
vears in London by designing and
executing the exquisite enamel
portruts upon which his reputa-
tion chieflv rests.

Birch came from an old War-
wickshire family. His father
placed him in a Latin school in
Warwick at an early age, but to
little purpose. The lad was then
taken into the houschold of his
cousiny, William 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 yvears and some
months in learning the
jeweler’s art and the
difficult technique
of enameling.

In 1775, at the age of
twenty, Birch first at-
traéted attention hy his
exhibit of enamel minia-
tures at the Society of
Artists. Hc likewise ex-
hibited at the Roval
Academy in 1781 and
1782, and three vears
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 obtaining a
warm white by underlaving the final coat of white with a thin
coat of yellow.

Through the good offices of his wealthy cousins and through
his acquaintance with the LFarl of Mansticld, Birch cnjoyed
considerable aristocratic patronage. But his most important
professional connec¢tion was with Sir Joshua Revnolds, who not
only became his warm friend but a genuine admirer of his talents.
In fat, the great Sir Joshua had many of his own famous por-
traits copied in enamel by the voung painter, thuq, ac mrding to
Birch's statement, to preserve their beautiful col oring.

In addition to portraits, Birch executed charming little still-
life subjects in enamel, and contrived various ornamental
enamels rather more closely allied to the jeweler's art, such as his
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exquisite simulated cameo brooches. It is likewise interesting to
note his somewhat ambitious projects in a quite different ficld.
that of engraving. He considered himself a copyist, and his
Déiices dv la Grande, published in Fngland, was a collection
of engravings after well-known
paintings and prints. This interes
also Birch brought to America,
and, once established in Phila
delphia, he undertook an clabn
rate set of views of that citv
engraved after designs by his son
Thomas. The sct was published
in 18c0. In 1808 he published yet
another group of engravings called
Conntry Seals of America, the
sketches for which he had mmi(‘
on a tour through Pennsvlvania,
Delaware, and Maryland.

Birch’s decision to move to the
United States lends little support
to the theory that the emigrant
is generally a fatlure at home.
His friends had arranged for his
appointment as Enamel-
ist to the King, an honor
which, for some ohscure
reason, the artist de-
clined. Furthermore, he
was patronized by a
fashionableclientcle, had
many influential friends.
and lived in comfortable
surroundings. But in
spitc of these attrac-
tions, he could not resist
the urge to depart from
his native land.

Some of the rcasens
for this are revealed in
his autobiographical
Recollections. The death
of his two friends and
patrons, Sir Joshua
Reynolds and lord
Mansficld, greatly distressed him. The French Revolution,and
irs effeets in Fingland, were unsettling influences. But not improh
ablyv his decision to visit America hinged primarily on his wish
to view the American scene at first hand. His profession depeny e
for support an a society possessed of a certain amount of we.aith,
leisure, and interest in the arts; and he had learned from Ameri
can visitors to London that the voung Republic offered these
requisites. Nor had he lacked more definite encouragement te
undertake the great adventure. Acquaintance with various
wealthy and cultivated Americans had assured him of finding
svmpathetic surroundings in an overseas home. More particu-
larly, Judge Samuel Chase of Annapolis, a patron of the arts in
the New World, had insisted upon his trying his fortunes in a
fresh territory. So at last, in October 17y4, at the age of thirty
nine, Birch, with wife and feur children, moved to Philadelphia

He had been offered many letters of mtroduéhon but wisely
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decided that one from Benjamin West, president of the Royal
Academy, would be sufficient. This document was addressed to
William Bingham, genial friend of the arts in Philadelphia, who
immediately engaged Birch to instru¢t his two daughters and
one of their friends in drawing. The artist’s carcer as a tutor was
brief. He was soon engidged in his
preferred occupation of making portraits
in enamel. In his remarkable unpub-
lished Recollettions, which are still
owned by the Birch family in Phila-
delphia, he tells of building himself a
furnace. His first paintings in America
were apparently “‘a full-size pic¢ture in
enamel of Mr. Bingham and a smaller
onc from it for Miss Bingham.” Since
it is possible to make an enamel as
large as two feet square, the portrait of
his  Philadelphia patron may have
been life size.

In his Recollections, Birch describes
the art of enameling. *Enamel paint-
ing,”” he writes, “is the unique Art
of heightening and preserving the
beauty of tints to futurity, as given in
the works of the most celebrated Mas-
ters of Painting, without a possibility
of their changing; the colors are made
of metallic substances, metals and
minerals, soluted, calcined, and composed
with glassy substances, commonly called
Flux, and when laid on bodies of their
own kind and placed in a strong heat,
will melt in onc with them and become
permanent.”

This statement affords an interesting
general definition, but it gives small no-
tion of the tedious steps involved in
cnamel painting and of the stri¢t limita-
tions placed upon the artist. In its sim-
plest terms, true enameling consists in
coating the surface of metal, porcelain,
or any substance that may be safely
raised to red heat, with a layer of melted
glass. As practised by Bone, Birch,
and the eighteenth-century miniaturists
in enamel who stem from the Limoges
school, the process is briefly this: on
the back of a small plate of gold or copper,
the artist fires a thin coat of enamel, or
finely powdered and washed glass. Then
on the front he lays a thin coat of enamel, usually white, which
constitutes the background for his miniature. During the firing
the plate is carefully watched, for, unlike other fusing, the
melting of enamel takes but a few minutes. When the plate glows
brightly the deed is done. After each firing, the plate is gradually
cooled on a bed of hot sand. When the background coat is ready,
the design is applied to it by transfer, and the dark shadings
of enamel are introduced and fired. Next the artst takes his
lumps of colored enamel, which are nothing but glass melted with
oxides of various metals, and grinds them very fine in a mortar.
The resultant powder is mixed with a little water until it spreads
like butter. It is then applied with fine brushes or needles. On
patches that require no color, a little clear lux is placed to keep
the surface even. The whole is pressed down, dried in a slow oven,
and then fired. Subsequently, if the artist so chooses, flecks of
gold are added and other finishing details worked in. All this
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demands the greatest patience and care, as well as considerable
practical experience with the chemistry involved. It is not
strange that many of those who have excelled in the enameler’s
art have been content to master the craft itself without at-
tempting to invent their own designs.

Soon after beginning his enamel
painting in l’h||.l(le|phm‘ lhrch found
that commissions came in *“fluently,”
and he devoted himself exclusively to
filling them. More than half of these
orders were for copices in enamel of large
portraits by other painters, and were
usually of miniature size; the remainder
were for enamel portraits from life,
Birch making the original studies.

It is interesting to observe that 1794,
the year of Birch’s migration to this
country, is also marked by Gilbert
Stuart’s return to America with the
avowed purpose of painting Washing-
ton. Birch tells us that Washington
offered to sit to him also, but that he
declined the honor, preferring to make
an cnamel miniature after the Stuart
portrait. This he did, with such success
that he was led to make, in all, sixty-
one cnamel copies of the two Stuart
versions of the General. The first is

perhaps the most interesting. It is a copy
of the so-called Mount Vernon head,
Stuart’s first likeness of Washington.
Birch sold it directly to Mr. McHenry of
Baltimore, about 1796, and made no
more copies from that particular original.

His other sixty Washington enamels
are taken from Stuart’s ““Lansdowne”
portrait. They usually measure about two
and one half by three inches in size, and
Birch states that he reccived from thirty
to one hundred dollars each for them.
The Mount Vernon Association owns one
example, and several others are known in
Philadelphia. Not more than nine have
thus far been located.

Birch’s beautiful enamel of Jefferson
is another copy after Stuart. In his
memoirs, the artist describes the curious
circumstances attending the production
of this work. In Oc¢tober of 1805, he called
on JeHferson and spent a pleasurable visit
in conversing about the arts. JeHerson then presented him with a
small engraved portrait, which Birch thought very bad. With
surprising frankness, he told the President that there should be
a law against such wretched performances, and that he, Birch,
could certainly do much better. Jefferson apparently agreed,
for he lent the courageous visitor his Stuart profile from which to
make a drawing for an engraving of his own. Ironically enough,
when Birch reached home and attempted the engraving, he
found himself uncqual to the task. However, he made a drawing,
and engaged the engraver Fdwin to make a plate from it. This
Birch used in pulling a few impressions, but then decided to re-
bite the copper, and, in so doing, ruined the plate. Fventually,
after so many fiascos, he used his drawing after the Stuart origi-
nal as the basis for his now famous enamel.

To Stuart’s completely simple composition Birch added a
symbolical background showing the liberty cap in the sun
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routing the devils of injustice. Such a background was fashionable
at the time, if not in accord with present asthetic notions, and in
this instance, because executed by a master, it is decorative and

suitable to the medium. There
may be two of these Jefferson
enamels, though but one is
now known. For many vears
in the colle¢tion of Dr. S. Weir
Mitchell, this dainty triumph
is still in the possession of the
Mitchell family.

The several enamels of
Bishop William White, first
Episcopal Bishop of Penn-
sylvania, made by Birch after
Sully’s portrait, reveal an
interesting characteristic of
the enameler’s technique as
copyist. Fach enamel is dis-
tinctive in size, scale, and
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coloring. Evidently Birch did not adhere to a ruled and squared
drawing. To each new enamel he brought a fresh study of the
portrait in hand and of its subject. Consequently his work is
relieved of mechanical stiffness, a quality too often present in
French enamels of the period. The two known Lafavette portraits
further illustrate this point, as do also the Washington enamels.

In addition to his copies, Birch lett a small group of portraits
exquisitely done from life, as if to prove that the great enamelist
may surpass the usual limitations of his medium. Many of these
portraits represent members of his own family: Mary Birch, his
mother (now at the Metropolitan Muscum); Mrs. William Birch,
his wife (now in the colle¢tion of Edmund Bury, Philadelphia);
Priscilla Birch, his daughter (later Mrs. Barnes). There is also a
dainty little portrait of Mrs. John Mifflin (Clementina Ross)

1. GENERAL BARKER
2. BingHam, WiLLiam
Large size, probably from life;
mentioned in Birch's Recolleclions
as first enamel portrait painted
in America.
3- BingHam, WitLiam
Miniature enamel after above,
mentioned in Recolleflions as a
copy made for Miss Bingham.
4-* BircH, Mrs. WitLiam R, the
artist’s wife
Oval, 1 35" x 1 15",
Edmund Bury, Philadclpbia
Bircu, Mary, the artist’s mother
Oval, 1 54" x 1 3§,
Metropolitan Museum of Art
6. BircH, Priscina (later Mrs,
Barnes), the artist’s daughter
Milton Birch, Philadelpbia, 189S
. Cray, HENRY
Ennamel on porcelain.
Lewis Wolrz, Waskington, D. C.
‘8. DevrarLAIN, BROCKHURST
9. FraNKkLIN, BENJAMIN
1o. GiLmMor, RoBERT
Formerly in the colleflion of C.
Allen Munn, New York
HamiLTON, ALEXANDER
After bust by Ceracchi. 2 4" x
2 34", Signed lower right #°.8.
Mrs. Fobn Kearsley Mitckell,
Pbiladelpbia
12. Jackson, ANprew (In 1820)

-
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owned 1n Philadelphia, and one of Mrs. John Penn as
The drawing in shoulders and bust of these feminine subjects is
sometimes weak, a fact that usually passes unnoticed because of

Biswor Witniam
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the finelv harmonized coloring
and brilliant surface.

Somewhere there must still
survive the portrait of the
C“HON. Mr. Van Bram”
whom Birch mentions in his
Recolleclions. He also speaks
of having had a sitting from
the Spanish minister, Joseph
de Jaudenes, although he did
not copy the Stuart portrait
of that diplomat. At lecast
another six of the Birch por-
traits must have been done
from life.

Birch has long been known
as a brilliant copvist, famous

chiefly for his fine enamels of Stuart’s Washington. Working
from the design of another artist, he could achieve an interpre-
tation within his own difficult medium that preserved the
original with remarkable fidelity. He was a craftsman and master
of an exac¢ting medium, and had he been nothing more his name
would still be distinguished among enamelists.

But Birch was more than a successful copyist. He had a talent
for portraiture that freed him of dependence on other artists.
His originals show him to have possessed a fine sense of design,
and an ability not merely to draw a good likeness, but to produce
a sensitive character study. Birch thus combined the talents of
craftsman and artist. In his work are the delicate touch of the
engraver, the draughtsmanship of an able portrait painter, and
the imagination of a pure colorist.

List of Portraits by William Birch

(The numbers starred are piclured in the text)

13. Jauneses, Dox Joser pE
After Stuart. Birch made several
copies, which he mentions in his
Recolledtions.
14. JEFFERSON, THOMAS

Signed Jeflerson, (5. Stuart Pinx.
W. Birch delin. D). Fdwin, Sc.
1800. 214" x 1 78", "This may be
same as No. 1, or it may he the
original drawing mentioned  in
the Recollections, made by Birch
for his enamel.

15.* |EFFERSON, T'HOMAS
After Stuart. 2 15" x 2 14", Signed
lower left #°. Birch.
Mrs. Fobn Kearsley Mitcbell

16.* Laraverte, Marguis be
After Ary Scheffer. 2" x 1 78",
Inscribed on back General Lafay-
ette as at the Rattle of York Town
Octer 19th, 1824 by W', Rirch from
A. Skeffer.
Herbert [.. Prast, New York

17. LAFAYETTE, MARQUIS DE
1387 x 138",
Mrs. Jobn Hill AMorgan,
York

18.° LEE, ARTHUR
24" x1 K.
Historical Saciety of Penmsylvania

19.* PENN, Mrs. Joun (as “Luna’)
1 7/16” x 1 7/16". Signed Mrs.
Penn of Pennsylvania, 1. B.
Mprs. Jobn Kearsley Mitcbell

New

20. Miss M. T. PHiLries

21. Rannesgue, €. SamuvEr
Circular, 2 14" diameter, signed
on back M. Birch.

Burlingbam Collection, New York

22. Ross, Cremesting (Mrs. John
Fishbourne Miffin)

Mrs. C. 8. Bradford, Pbiludelpbia,
I.\'t)‘\‘

23. Hox. Me. Van Bras (7707)
I'our copies mentioned in Birch's
Recallections.

24 WasnminGron, Georce (e 7700)
After Stuart’s first porrrait of
Washington, known as the Mount
Vernon head; enlv one copy made
by Birch. 5 " e,
Fobn N, McHenwrv,

\larviand

Garrison,

28, WasHinGgTON, GEORGE
2541 xq"'.
Samuel Avery, 1909
29. WasHINGTON, GEORGE
Mrs. S. H'. Edwards, 1881
30. WasHingToN, GRORGE (7797)
C. G. Barney, Ricbmond, 188¢
3t. WasuinGgron, GEORGE
Mr. Lvle, Dublin, Ireland, 1887
32, Wasminaros, GEoRGE
Mt Fernon  Association, M1,
Fernon, Firginia
13- WeELen, Josern
Signed HO.B. r706. Mentioned in
A. H. Wharton's  Heirlvoms
(p. 1£3).
34 Ware, Biswor Winiiasm
Afrer Sullyv. Oval, set in brooch,
worn by Miss Betsy Whirte, Bishop

25. Wasuincron, GEoRGE
After Stuart’s ' Lansdowne ™ por.
trair. One of sixty copies by
Birch.
Albert
Calleries

Rosenthal and  Lbrich

White’s daughter. 17 x 1 14",
35 White, Biswor WiLniam

After Sully. 13/16" x 54",

Historical Society of Pennsylvania
36, White, Bisnor WitLiam

Rectangular, 377 x 17, set in

WasHingToNn, GEORGE

After Stuart’s * Lansdowne ™ por-
trait,

Fudge H. A .M. Smith, Charleston,
Sowuth Carolina

25. WasHinGTON, GEORGE

After Stuart. Signed 4. B. 1796.
Formerly in the colletion of C.
Allen Munn, New York

hrf)(‘c'h
37 WHiTE, Bisnor WiLLiam
Rectangular, $&” x 3{".

18.* WHitE, BisHor WiLuiam
After Sully. 1 4" x 1 13/16".
Ebrich Galleries

3. Mrs. WHITTAKER
3" x 214" Set as brooch.
Albert Rosentbal, Philadelpbia



