James Webb, 1835–95


Standard reference sources usually give Webb’s birth year as 1825. He was in fact born at Glebe Place, Chelsea, on 11 April 1835, the third child and second son of Archibald Webb (b. c.1792–1883), marine and coastal painter, and his wife Ellen (née de Lawtre) who married in March 1831. His elder brother was Byron Webb (b. 11 December 1831– d. August 1867) also a good painter of horses, hunting and especially Scottish Highland animal subjects, who exhibited at the RA, SBA and elsewhere from 1846 to 1866. James’s other siblings were Leonora (b. 1833), Annette (b. 1837, d. pre-1841), Archibald (b. 1839); Thomas Warburton (b. 1841); Ellen Elizabeth (b.1842, d. pre-1844), Ellen Clara (b.1844) and John Warburton (1847–69).
At the 1841 census the Webbs were at Trafalgar Lodge in King’s Road Chelsea, head of the household being Archibald’s father, William Webb, a 70-year-old ‘Professor of Dancing’. They were still there at the 1851 and 1861 counts although William and his wife Mary disappear after 1851. In that year Archibald is listed as ‘Artist and Professor of Dancing’, James as a 15-year-old ‘Artist Graduate’ and Ellen [Clara] and John make their last appearance, so presumably also died as children. In 1861 Archibald junior and Thomas are both listed as ‘Farmer[s] in America, home for a few weeks’, while Leonora had by then married Alfred H. Page, a coal exporter and ship broker with Cardiff connections, and by 1880 they too had moved to America to farm, apparently in Virginia. James married his Northern-Irish-born wife, Jane (b. at Newry, c.1835) in the 1860s but they appear to have had no children. In 1871 they were  at  61 Belsize Park Road, with his mother Ellen (66) and father, now 78 and listed as a ‘retired artist’ apparently living with them, and other members of their extended family, including a young cousin, Amy Hutchinson, who was still with them ten years later. 

Webb was presumably a pupil of his father; if a ‘graduate’ of more formal teaching, where is not yet known. He first exhibited at the BI in 1852 and then regularly there and at the RA and elsewhere to 1889, his subjects being mainly coastal views including in the Netherlands, France, Italy and southern Spain. He often worked on a large scale and took dramatic liberties with topography for effect, but his possible travels are only evidenced by his subjects. By 1877–80 he was prosperous enough to be a shareholder in two banks, one successful, but his security did not last. In November 1889 he filed for bankruptcy and when finally discharged in August 1892 the small dividends paid to his creditors suggest he was, in effect, destitute. His address was then Manor Mansions, Belsize Park Gardens, while his last exhibitions appear to have been of recent sketches and pictures ‘at home and abroad’ in February 1889 at Thomas Maclean’s gallery, and two works at the SBA. A report in the St James’s Gazette of 12 March 1895 suggests he died shortly before of flu, of which there was a London epidemic that year. Where is not clear but the only James Webb who then died in or near London aged 60 (of which he was just a few weeks short), did so in the Dartford registry district. This includes Gravesend so it is just possible he died on the point of sailing to join his brothers and sister in America. Why his affairs failed is unclear but it may partly have been as a result of changing tastes.
(Edited from Art Detective contributions by Martin Hopkinson, Gareth Hughes, Oliver Perry, Osmund Bullock, and registry sources cited: Pieter van der Merwe, November 2016) 

