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Oxfordshire
BURFORD PRIORY
The Lenthall Pictures, by Nicholas Cooper
In the eighteenth century many visitors came to Burford Priory to see the Lenthall
pictures, of which the more significant part were believed to have been acquired by
William Lenthall from Charles I’s royal collection. 1 Chief among these was the group
portrait of Thomas More and his family. 2 Connoisseurs whose visits are recorded
include George Vertue in 1727, 1729 and 1740, 3 John Loveday in 1736, 4 Horace
Walpole in 1753, 5 William Borlase around the same year, 6 and John Byng in 1785. 7
Comments were varied. Loveday felt that the pictures were in danger from damp walls,
but noted approvingly that no attempt had been made to restore or to repaint them, and
listed seven of the more notable ones. Walpole considered that apart from the group
portrait of Sir Thomas More and his family (then believed to be by Holbein), the
portraits were ‘rubbish, though celebrated.’ Byng thought that some of the portraits
were good but was critical of the house itself, ‘which is now brushing up into a modern
ill taste; and contains but one tolerable room’ in which the pictures were hung. When
the house was reduced in size in 1808, the bulk of the collection seems to have been
removed to the Lenthalls’ second estate at Bessels Leigh.
The source of Lenthall’s pictures is not known. Some were family portraits, but
Walpole added to Camden’s report that ‘the Speaker, who really had a fine collection,
made his peace by presenting them to Cornbury [the house of the earl of Clarendon],
where they were well known, till the Duke of Marlborough bought that seat.’ Some
colour is given to this account by the fact that in 1852 two at least of Lord Clarendon’s
portraits had the royal stamp of CR and a crown on the back of their frames, though the
proximate source of these in not known. 8 Other pictures at Burford Priory in the early
nineteenth century included a number of portraits of members of Charles I’s royal circle
as well as of the king and queen themselves, with six attributed to Van Dyck, three to
Cornelius Johnson, three to Mytens and two to Van Somer.
Lenthall is not, however, among the recorded purchasers of pictures from the royal
collection, 9 although a substantial number of items was not sold but reserved ‘for the
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Use of State’. (This included the decoration of the Palace of Westminster, where
Lenthall would have had access to them.) It may be significant that although Walpole
reported the loss of some to Clarendon, there was evidently no tradition that any of the
Lenthall paintings were returned to Charles II, despite the activities of the king's agents
to recover alienated royal property. 10 Moreover some, at least, of the Lenthall paintings
had come from other sources. The group portrait of More and his family was not in the
royal collection, but had been borrowed by Lenthall from More’s great-grandson,
Cresacre More in 1642, and not returned. 11 An unknown visitor to the house before the
1808 alterations (when the collection was removed) considered that ‘most of them
[were] probably left by Lord Falkland when he sold the house, for there were amongst
them Lord Chief Baron Tanfield … and his wife.’ 12 The collection also included two of
William Lenthall himself, of which one – a group portrait – is probably that now
hanging in the Speaker’s House in the Houses of Parliament.
The Lenthall pictures were sold at Christie’s in two sales in 1808 and 1831. 13 In the first
sale only twelve pictures were offered, of which nine were bought in; in the second, 73
were offered, of which all sold for a total of £367 6s. 6d. In the first sale, the More was
bought in at 1,000 guineas; in the second, it was sold for £105. The More portrait made
a brief return to Burford in the 1920s when it was bought from the executors of Lord
Lee of Fareham by E J Horniman; he subsequently bequeathed it to the National Portrait
Gallery, where it remains. It is one of several versions of Holbein’s lost original, painted
c.1593 by Rowland Lockey, and differs from the others in that the family members
depicted are all related to Sir Thomas by blood rather than by marriage; it is confirmed
as the Burford version by a sketch made by Vertue in 1727. Between the two Christie’s
sales, the Oxfordshire antiquary Thomas Symonds made a list of 66 'portraits etc. at
Burford Priory January 3 1827 … furnished by Mr Lenthall', in which he included the
Thomas More. 14
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