James Byres to the Duke of Rutland  June 10th, 1785. p.214

Some years ago you expressed a desire of having the Seven Sacraments by Nicholas Poussin, in the Boccapaduli Palace. At that time it as impossible to get them, but I have just now unexpectedly succeeded. the price is 2,000 pounds sterling. they do not appear to have been ever cleaned or touched. they must all of them be lined and cleaned. I get them, one at a time, from the Marquis as the copies are made and put up in their place. I am in possession of four of them and the fifth is now copying but this is donee with the greatest secrecy, and I must beg the favour of your Grace, that, if you take them, you will not mention it until they are in your possession. were it known that they were going out of Rome, they certainly would be stopped, as they were formerly, when Sir Robert Walpole had purchased them, and should wish that it were never known that they came through my hands, as it might bring me to some trouble here. If your Grace does not choose to have them, I beg you mention nothing of this affair and destroy this letter.

Sir Joshua Reynolds to the Duke of Rutland.July 5th, 1785. p.221.

I wish I could express the gratitude I feel for your Grace’s kindness to me in interesting yourself so  much in my business, which I think I likely to turn out very successful. 


In regard to the subject of Mr Byre’s letter, I would by all means recommend your Grace to close with it. Though £2,000 is a great sum, a great object of art is procured by it, perhaps a greater than any we have at present in this nation. Poussin certainly ranks amongst the first of the first rank of painters, and to have such a set of pictures of such an artist will really and truly enrich the nation. I have not the least scruple about the sending of copies for originals, not only from the character of Byres, but if that trick had been intended, he would not have mentioned a word about his having copies made. I do not wish to take this out of your Grace’s hands, but I certainly would be glad to be the purchaser myself. I really think they are very cheap ….

Postscript. I perfectly agree with your Grace that they should be sent as they are, without being cleaned or varnished. 

Reynolds was acting partly independently and partly for the Duke of Rutlandas. 

Sir Joshua Reynolds to the Duke of Rutland. London, July 19, 1785. p.227

I set out tomorrow for Brussels, and consequently take the liberty of writing to you Grace, in the midst of hurry and confusion, I have just received a catalogue of the pictures which are now on view at Brussels. The Emperor has suppressed 66 religious houses, the pictures of which will be sold by auction [ notably, he remarks, the Adoration of the Magi of Rubens 10’ x 7’8” Dames Blanches Louvain. Sale begins 212 September – the pictures on view all off August ]. “The [principle object of my journey is to examine and leave a commission for a picture of Rubens’ of a St. Justus – a figure with his head in his hands after it had been cut off – as I wish to have it for the excellency of its painting; the oddness of the subject will I hope make it cheap. whether it will be a bargain or not I am resolved to have it at any rate. 

[same to same. 12th August, 1785. p236. “I was much disappointed in the pictures of the suppressed religious houses; they are the saddest trash that ever will be collected together”. Purchase: Rubens’ Hercules and Omphale]. 

James Byres to the Duke of Rutland. Rome. August 24th, 1785. p.236


I received a few days ago a letter from the Bishop of Killala, written by your desire, and was glad to see from it that you mean to have these pictures. the acquisition of them will make your collection the finest in England. I have done  nothing to the five that are in my possession except washing off the white of aan egg that was upon them, with sponge and water … 

[cf Poussin’s instruction to Chantelou, regarding the egg-white on his Sacraments, rolled up and sent by courier from Rome]… 

I am glad you wish to have them in the state they were taken down, for I should have been much puzzled who to have trusted with the cleaning of them, both on account of the pictures and the secrecy necessary to be kept. The sixth is now copying, I expect to have it in a fortnight, and hope to have the seventh in about two months hence. as two of the pictures did not take the water, I imagine that someone rubbed them with poppy-oil to bring them out. I shall send the pictures as soon as I receive your directions about them. 

