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Thomas Gainsborough: ‘The Pink Boy’ Conserved  
 

25 May – 30 October 2022 – Red Ante Room 
 
 
A new display celebrates the return of Thomas Gainsborough’s (1727 – 1788) ‘The Pink Boy’ to Waddesdon 
Manor after being cleaned and conserved, a process that has revealed much about the painting’s creation.  
 
From Wed 25 May, Thomas Gainsborough’s 1782 work, one of the most popular paintings at the Rothschild 
house and garden in Buckinghamshire, will be seen alongside three other Waddesdon Gainsboroughs that 
depict boys in so-called ‘Vandyke’ dress.  
 
Gainsborough revered Sir Anthony van Dyck (1599 – 1641) – the leading painter at Charles I’s court – 
considering him the supreme exponent of British portraiture, against whose measure contemporaries judged 
him.  Gainsborough’s boys in ‘Vandyke’ dress – each of differing age and social class and painted for different 
purposes – play with the fluid relationship between clothing and identity. 
 
‘The Pink Boy’ is a more youthful counterpart of his iconic 1770 painting The Blue Boy (currently on 
exceptional loan to The National Gallery, London until 15 May 2022 from the Huntington Library, Art 
Museum, and Botanical Gardens in San Marino, California) and like him, wearing an 18th-century fancy-
dress version of 17th-century clothes. 
 

http://www.waddesdon.org.uk/
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‘The Pink Boy’ is as much a showpiece of Gainsborough’s skill, demonstrating his relationship to the art of 
the past as well as his modernity, as it is a portrait of the sitter, who is probably Master Francis Nicholls. It 
acquired its nickname in the 19th-century, in the wake of The Blue Boy’s fame. 
 
Francis Nicholls was the grandson of the famous anatomist, Dr Frank Nicholls, (born 1774), and his father was 
elected MP to Bletchingley in Surrey the year after Gainsborough completed this work.  
 
It is not known whether the portrait was commissioned as a portrait of the son of a man on the rise or 
initiated by Gainsborough himself. Technical analysis reveals that Gainsborough made fundamental changes 
while creating it: the boy was originally shown leaning against a stone balustrade in a more Italianate setting, 
holding a rose in his right hand. Why the painting was changed so dramatically may never be known. 
 
The changes also make ‘The Pink Boy’ more strongly recall Gainsborough’s earlier Blue Boy. ‘The Pink Boy’ is 
a younger, shyer counterpart of the adolescent Blue Boy who confronts the viewer in a stormier, but 
equally uncultivated, landscape. 
 
Also, during conservation, remnants of paint once hidden by the frame revealed that there used to be 
brighter greens in the lower part of the landscape, which have faded over time. The removal of discoloured 
varnish brought other colours back to life – from mauve in the sky to the vigour and variety of the pinks and 
whites which can now once again be seen.  
 
The 18th century was a highpoint for pink clothing, partly because new sources of brazilwood made it easier to 
produce pink-dyed fabric. Pink was fashionable for both men and women (pink for girls and blue for boys is a 
recent concept). Gainsborough’s use of the pigment madder (extracted from the root of a plant) creates a 
range of pinks, which, particularly in the darkest areas, are almost visceral.   
 
Portraits of Alexander Douglas-Hamilton, (1767-1852), later 10th Duke of Hamilton, 1786 and Lord Archibald 
Hamilton (1770-1827), 1786 demonstrate how Gainsborough used different types of ‘Vandyke’ costume and 
contrasting painting techniques to differentiate the relative rank and age of two aristocratic brothers.  
 
Alexander Douglas-Hamilton, the future duke – his gaze disengaged from the viewer – wears black and white, 
the fabrics stiffer and flatter than his brother’s. The monochrome palette recalls portraits of his forebears. The 
collar was originally plain; the lace added later to match his brother’s. Lord Archibald wears the blue 
‘Vandyke’ costume that was a well-used prop in Gainsborough’s studio. As modern dress-up, it suggests his 
relative freedom from the responsibilities of maturity, the pleasures of which are communicated by the 
sitter’s smiling mouth and eyes.  
 
The portrait of the artist’s nephew and pupil Gainsborough Dupont [1754-97], c. 1770 is among his most 
intimate and scintillating works. Also recently conserved, the ground layer is visible in many places, suggesting 
the speed with which Gainsborough created the illusion of form and presence with zigzags, sweeps and veils 
of paint. The animated brushwork that conjures up the clothing is a foil for the higher finish and stillness of 
the head. The head-and-shoulder format invites the viewer to consider the teenager’s individuality and inner 
consciousness. 
 
The final composition in the display recalls Gainsborough’s George, Prince of Wales, which was exhibited at 
the same 1782 Royal Academy Summer exhibition as The Pink Boy (and now hangs in the Red Drawing Room 
at Waddesdon), which underlines the touching irony of a child adopting the pose of a grown-up prince.  

http://www.waddesdon.org.uk/
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The display is curated by Dr Juliet Carey, Senior Curator at Waddesdon Manor. She says, “It will be so exciting 
to have The Pink Boy back at Waddesdon after cleaning and conservation by Rica Jones. The painting is a 
favourite among our visitors, and I hope they will be as delighted as I am to see it brought back to life and, for 
the first time, displayed alongside the other Waddesdon boys in 'Vandyke' costume. We are lucky to have so 
many examples of this type of Gainsborough portrait - Ferdinand and Alice seem to have been particularly 
drawn to it - and there is still much to learn about them.” 

  
NOTES FOR EDITORS 
 
The display in Waddesdon Manor 25 May – 30 Oct 2022. Open Wed-Sun, 11am-4pm (last admission 2.30pm), 
booking House tickets in advance is advised https://waddesdon.org.uk/your-visit/tickets/ 
 
Thomas Gainsborough (1727 – 1788) was, with his main rival Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723 – 1792), the leading portrait 
painter in England in the later 18th-century. The feathery brushwork of his mature work and rich sense of colour 
contribute to the enduring popularity of his portraits.  
He was a founding member of the Royal Academy, though he later quarrelled with it over the hanging of his pictures. He 
became a favourite painter of George III and his family. 
 
He was born in Sudbury, Suffolk, the son of a wool manufacturer. He trained in London and set up in practice in Ipswich 
about 1752. In 1759 he moved to Bath, then a fashionable spa town, attracting many clients for his portraits. He settled 
in London in 1774. His private inclination was for landscape and rustic scenes, and his amusing letters record his 
impatience with his clients' demands for portraits. 
 
Waddesdon Manor was built from 1874 by Baron Ferdinand de Rothschild in the style of a French early 16th-century 
château. Ferdinand was an inspired collector, and the house was designed to showcase his exceptional collection of 
English portraits, French 18th-century furniture, Sèvres porcelain, and other decorative arts. When he died in 1898, he 
left Waddesdon to his sister, Alice. Upon her death, the house passed to her great-nephew, James de Rothschild, who 
inherited a substantial part of his father Baron Edmond’s great collection. In 1957, to ensure its future in perpetuity, 
Waddesdon was bequeathed to the National Trust, along with a major part of its collections, including the recently 
returned box.  The Rothschild family continues to run the property through a family charitable trust under the 
leadership of Lord Rothschild. More here.   
  
For more information visit www.waddesdon.org.uk, like WaddesdonManor on Facebook, follow @WaddesdonManor 
on Twitter and waddesdonmanor_nt on Instagram. 
 
HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGES CAN BE DOWNLOADED HERE   
Gainsborough's Pink Boy in conservation © Waddesdon, A Rothschild House & Gardens. Photo Paul Quezada-Neiman 
  

FOR MORE INFORMATION 
Please contact Tracy Jones at Brera PR tracy@brera-london.com / 01702 216658 / 07887 514984 / 
www.brera-london.com 
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