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Good Breeding

British Livestock Portraits, 1780-1900

“WE'RE REALLY KEEN ON THE PIGS,” says lona Joseph,
my hostess and guide, so I feel a need to reassess my initial
reaction to these animals, which wasn’t kind. The pig por-
traits are the favorites, she says, because they depict such a
range of interesting shapes and colors, some of them rival-
ing canvases of pure abstract design. But while it’s true that
the pigs are many-hued —licorice black, coffee bean brown,
boiled ham pink, lard white—and their shapes captivatingly
odd (the oddest to my eye being the one that’s perfectly
round, hence the title of its picture, The Spherical Pig), 1
can’t help wishing they showed more evidence of sentience,
like those in comparable pictures of prize sheep and cows.
Either the pigs were just too fat to emote anything but stu-
pefaction or the artists were unable to capture it.

To be fair, one pig does have a glimmer of personality.
Tona says she has nicknamed her Mae West, and I do detect
a resemblance. Positioned sideways smack in the middle of
the composition, she has one sultry eye turned toward me,
and her mouth is fixed in a kind of come-hither smile. But
she also resembles a giant swollen tick, or else a mammoth
jellybean—a hairy one, with legs—and her snout is sunk
like a bottle stopper into her dished face of flesh.

During Christmas week 2004, | was invited by Iona
and her husband, Stephen, to their townhouse in London’s
fashionable Kensington neighborhood.! Previously, I had
known them only by reputation. The owners of lona
Antiques, exhibitors on the international antiques show
circuit, they became the market makers for these idiosyn-
cratic works of art when they began to collect them about
thirty-five years ago. In the decades that followed, they
put together what is considered to be the finest private
collection of British livestock paintings in the world, and
their book, Farm Animal Portraits, written with journalist
Elspeth Moncrieff, was published by the prestigious
Antique Collectors’ Club in 1996.

Readers may be familiar with similar portraits of
livestock that have been reproduced on contemporary
placemats and mugs. After the Josephs rediscovered the
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genre, so did kitchen kitsch entrepreneurs (who, nonethe-
less, offer no images that can be called less than “cute” —no
swollen ticks in their barnyards). Originals are not easily
come by in any case. The oils are seldom seen at art fairs,
auctions, or dealers’ shops. Never mind their absence from
the walls of major museums, whose curators have tradition-
ally devalued them. Many, perhaps most, ended up in
rubbish heaps and bonfires when pictures of fattened farm
animals went out of fashion after Queen Victoria’s reign,
their destroyers unmindful of perpetrating a double loss,
one for art scholarship, the other for the histories of hus-
bandry and of food.

Livestock painters were usually not sophisticated, to
be sure. Often self-taught itinerants who may have failed at
previous careers, they traveled from farm to farm looking
for business. lona says that when she and Stephen first
began to show their collection publicly, in 1983, the question
they were most frequently asked was: “Did you paint them
yourselves?” Limners of subtlety were not the right candi-
dates for documenting farmers’ breeding successes anyway.
More valuable than a fully developed aesthetic sense was
literalness. Former sign painters often did the job best,
lettering into many of these designs the name of the animal’s
breeder, date of birth, parentage, dimensions, and the
types of foods it was raised on.

Robert Bakewell (1725-1795) of Dishley Grange,
Leicestershire, was the acknowledged pioneer breeder of
the first improved livestock. His revolutionary experiments
with longhorn cattle, some of the world’s earliest examples
of genetic engineering, resulted in beasts that produced
more meat on less feed in a shorter time than any other
breeds then known. And this was accomplished in an era’
when cattle were mainly used for milk or plowing, being
butchered for their stringy meat only when they were too
old for either harness or dairy.

Bakewell’s dramatic results were achieved not simply
by doing better what others had already done before him,

which was to cross females of one breed with males of
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