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This article looks at the appeal that a re-imagined medieval past had in early Victorian
England, epitomised by the enormous interest attracted by the Eglinton tournament of 1839.
Much of that appeal was a reaction against the dramatic social and economic changes that
were happening in the period, as urbanisation and industrialisation transformed people’s lives.
Yet ironically the enthusiasm for the medieval was fuelled by engravings like Thomas Allom’s
depiction of a scene from Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (figure 1) that could only be produced
so cheaply and be so widely disseminated due to those very changes. Furthermore, the memory
of the event was sustained by cheaply produced commemorative pieces like the jug made by the
firm of William Ridgway, Son & Co. (figure 2), which were also the product of new
technology. It was estimated that 100,000 people made their way to a remote corner of
Ayrshire to witness the event. This would not have been feasible without the rapid changes in
transport that were occurring in the period. This irony seems to have been wholly lost on those
who advocated a benevolent and paternalistic feudalism as a model for the future.

I

n August 1839, Archibald William Montgomerie, 13th Earl of Eglinton, hosted a
tournament in the grounds of Eglinton castle in Ayrshire. His lavish re-creation of
the time of Froissart and Chaucer sparked international interest, attracted visitors from
as far away as the United States, and has been described as ‘the most obviously famous
product of 19th century chivalry in Britain’.1 Yet the wave of interest in medieval feats
of arms that prompted Eglinton and his aristocratic friends to don their armour – and
that attracted such enthusiasm from the wider public – was largely a response to a
romantic image of the Middle Ages, rather than the product of genuine antiquarianism.
Interest in the ‘Gothic’ had been growing through the eighteenth century, providing
decorative details for buildings and furniture, and the setting for novels like Horace
Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764). Moreover, a number of new editions of Sir
Thomas Mallory’s Le Morte d’Arthur in 1816–7 had reawakened interest in the Arthurian
legends. However, Sir Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe (published at the very end of 1819
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Mark Girouard, The Return to Camelot (London: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 88.
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but dated 1820) seems to have particularly captured the public imagination and was an
instant success. In the following decades it inspired numerous paintings, prints, operas
and plays, including at least five different stage versions within a year of its publication.
Partly as a consequence of Scott’s financial difficulties Ivanhoe was subsequently
published in a number of cheaper editions, extending its readership to the less affluent.
The dramatised versions also helped reach a wider, less literate audience.2 Scenes
derived from the novel were popular with artists, with one or sometimes two works
based on it shown at the Royal Academy almost every year in the decade before 1839.
One of these, by Thomas Allom, exhibited in 1837, was sufficiently popular to be
reproduced as an engraving by Robert Staines, allowing the image to reach beyond a
narrow cultural elite.

Figure 1. Engraving
by Robert Staines
after the painting by
Thomas Allom, The
Rescue of
Ivanhoe, 1837, ink
on paper, 25.5 ×
20.2 cm, Corson
Collection, University
of Edinburgh
Library, Edinburgh.
Image courtesy of the
Edinburgh University
Special Collections.

2 Barbara Bell, ‘The Performance of Victorian Medievalism’, in Beyond Arthurian Romances, ed. by
Jennifer Palmgren and Loretta M. Holloway (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 191–216
(p. 192).
According to H. Philip Bolton, author of Scott Dramatised, Ivanhoe was the subject of 290 adaptations
for the stage in the nineteenth century with a further seventy or so based on Scott’s The Talisman.
As the dialogue could be lifted directly from the novel it could be performed in local theatres that
lacked the required licence to perform serious dramatic works.

111

Prints, paintings, stage shows and operas all fed the contemporary enthusiasm
for an imagined Middle Ages of chivalrous knights defending oppressed peasants and
virtuous maidens. This interest in the medieval was championed in architecture by the
likes of Augustus Pugin and manifested itself most famously in the design for the new
Houses of Parliament, whose cornerstone was laid in 1840. To exploit this interest in
the medieval in general – and the Eglinton tournament in particular – the pottery
manufacturer William Ridgway produced a commemorative design in 1840 showing
battling knights, one of the many manufacturers who reinterpreted the Gothic style to
satisfy the public craving for such products.

Figure 2. Jug designed by William Ridgway,
Son & Co., c.1840, white stoneware, 19.1
× 14.5 cm, The Victoria and Albert
Museum, London. Image courtesy of the
Victoria and Albert Museum.

Both the Allom engraving and the
Ridgway jug were produced using
new manufacturing techniques
that had evolved in the previous
two decades. Steel engraving is
much more difficult than using the
traditional, softer, copper plates,
but is also more durable. It was
originally introduced around 1820
for the printing of bank notes but
was soon taken up for the printing
of
book
illustrations
and
decorative prints where it was mixed with etching to give an image that combined
clearly defined lines with subtle shading. The Allom engraving was published by Fisher,
Son & Co. in Landscape-Historical Illustrations of Scotland and the Waverley Novels, a collection
of engravings of works by artists from Joseph Mallord William Turner to George
Cruikshank, produced in monthly instalments between 1836 and 1838. In this period
Allom worked extensively for Fisher, producing serialised books of topographical
engravings that exploited the new technology to reach a wide audience. As Allom
himself later wrote, ‘the ease with which the impressions were multiplied from the steel
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plates to an almost unlimited degree enabled the publishers to reduce the cost to within
the means of classes hitherto deemed incapable of appreciating the fine arts.’3
Similarly, innovations after 1810 had allowed jugs with relief-moulded
decorations to be made as one piece, so they could be mass-produced cheaply.
Previously the decorations would have been attached by hand, making them much
more expensive and time-consuming to produce. Made at their Church Works in
Hanley, Staffordshire, this style seems to have been one of the few new designs produced
by Ridgway whilst in partnership with his son Edward and his long-time business
associate James Abington between 1838 and 1845.4 Jugs were important household
items for the transport and storage of all manner of liquids, and cheap decorative ones
like this would have brought images of knights in armour into many relatively ordinary
homes.
Aristocrats wishing to fill their new Gothic-style baronial halls with the real thing
could shop for appropriate armour at Samuel Pratt’s new gallery in Lower Grosvenor
Street.5 It was here that 150 men gathered to discuss Lord Eglinton’s plan for a
tournament. What had begun as a proposal for a few medieval sideshows as an adjunct
to his annual race meeting soon became a full tournament with pageant, jousting, a
mêlée and a banquet, as described by Scott and illustrated by Allom.6 However, the
costs and practicalities of reviving jousting discouraged all but the most enthusiastic,
and eventually only thirteen joined the Earl in the lists at Eglinton.
For many of his readers, Scott’s descriptions of the Middle Ages were taken to
be historical truth. Lord Eglinton certainly thought so, remarking on Scott’s ‘accuracy
of description and fidelity to truth’.7 Scott’s works epitomised early nineteenth-century
medievalism, but he was drawing on eighteenth-century antiquarianism and a growing
interest in a native British and romantic Gothic that was partly a reaction against the
dispassionate rationality of ‘foreign’ classicism. Whereas in the eighteenth-century the
medieval past was stigmatised as a violent, oppressive and superstitious age, by the time
of Scott’s death in 1832 it had been re-imagined as a time of unhurried rustic plenty, of
simple faith, and of a stable social hierarchy. This had enormous appeal in a period of
intense uncertainty brought on by the rapid economic and social change propelled by
mechanisation and urbanisation. The sense of great change and a new era dawning was
3 Letter to an unknown correspondent c.1850, cited by Diana Brooks in Thomas Allom (1804-1872)
(London: British Architectural Library, 1998), p. 29. Allom subsequently went on to a successful
architectural career, including working with Sir Charles Barry on the Houses of Parliament.
4 R.K.Henrywood, Relief-Moulded Jugs, 1820-1900 (Woodbridge: Baron Publishing, 1984), p. 69.
The design was also made in blue and buff coloured stoneware. See Geoffrey A. Godden The
Illustrated Guide to Ridgway Porcelains (London: Barrie and Jenkins, 1972).
5 Eglinton Castle itself had been rebuilt in a very symmetrical Gothic style around the turn of the
century.
6 Lord Eglinton was a member of the Jockey Club and had a stable of eighteen racehorses by
1838. Arguably it was this rather than the estimated £40,000 cost of the tournament that led to his
family’s later financial difficulties.
7 The Revd John Richardson, The Eglinton Tournament (London: Colnaghi & Puckle, 1843), p. 3.
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only heightened by the accession of the young queen in 1837. This rediscovered or reimagined medieval past was used by writers like Pugin or Thomas Carlyle against which
to compare the present, and to castigate it. They contrasted their present era of profit
for the few and poverty for the masses with a more benevolent patriarchal world of
feudal communities. Similarly, Tennyson pines for these old certainties in Locksley Hall
(written in 1835), whilst Turner elegised the passing of the old ways in his painting The
Fighting Temeraire Tugged to her Last Berth to be Broken Up, exhibited at the Royal Academy
in the year of the Eglinton tournament. At a time when the future seemed full of
frightening change, many took comfort in looking back.
Thomas Allom’s painting captures the allure of Ivanhoe, with its tale of a
chivalrous hero battling tyranny, injustice and oppression. Set against an appropriately
medieval backdrop of towers and pavilions, it illustrates the moment when the
anonymous ‘Black Knight’ (actually King Richard the Lionheart in disguise) comes to
the rescue of Ivanhoe during the mêlée. The tournament at Ashby was one of the key
episodes of the novel that lent itself to theatrical spectacle and was still being re-created
nearly a century later.8 Reaching beyond the cultural elite, The Lists at Ashby formed a
regular part of the repertoire at Ashley’s Amphitheatre for at least four decades after
the novel was published. To some extent the tournament at Eglinton was an upper-class
version of this escapism, representing the sort of chivalric heroism and manly recreation
many felt was lacking in contemporary society.
In a period of accelerating social change, a largely mythical Middle Ages
became for many a Golden Age of faith, order and benevolence. Others were
unconvinced by this new-found enthusiasm for the medieval and mocked those that
celebrated the feudal past. Hence the Eglinton tournament attracted both enthusiasts
and critics from the moment it was announced. This political divide was given extra
relevance by the decision of Lord Melbourne’s government to dispense with most of the
customary medieval trappings at Queen Victoria’s coronation in 1838 on the grounds
of economy at a time of economic distress. Dismissed as the ‘Penny Coronation’,
reactionary Tories like the Marquess of Londonderry felt that insufficient reverence was
being paid to the past. Although Lord Eglinton is not recorded as having expressed such
views, it may be that his tournament was in some way a compensation for the lack of
medieval flummery at the coronation. Certainly, Eglinton’s stepfather, Sir Charles
Lamb, who held the ceremonial title of Knight Marshall, was deprived of the

In the 1910 revival of Sir Arthur Sullivan’s opera Ivanhoe at the Royal Opera House, according to
the Pall Mall Gazette of 5 March that year, ‘Twelve horses in full trappings are to appear in the lists,
and in the combat between Ivanhoe and the Templar the horses will cross the stage at full gallop.’
Sullivan’s Ivanhoe, ed. David Eden (Saffron Walden: Sir Arthur Sullivan Society, 2007), p. 199.
8
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opportunity to exercise a key role at Victoria’s coronation.9 Instead, both he and Lord
Londonderry assumed leading roles at Eglinton.
The news that the tournament was to take place was reported as far away as
Rhode Island.10 Notices in The Times, the Morning Chronicle and the Court Gazette
advertised that tickets were available for free to anyone who applied for them (in
practice as long as they were felt to hold the appropriate political views) and the response
was overwhelming. The announcement was repeated in a multitude of regional papers
and reputedly over 100,000 people arrived on the first day.11 The amount of attention
that the event attracted is testament to the growth of the newspaper industry and
improved communications in the preceding decades. The year before had seen the first
commercial steamships crossing the Atlantic, dramatically reducing the time in took to
get to the United States. The year 1838 also saw the railway network connect London
with Liverpool, and the first paddle steamers provide a service between Liverpool and
Glasgow.12 The new Glasgow and Ayrshire Railway reached Irvine, the nearest town
to Eglinton, the week before the event, laying on special trains pulled by a locomotive
named after Scott’s medieval poem Marmion. As Heather Auton writes in her article on
page 80, the new railway age was met by the same ambivalence and unease of which
the Eglinton tournament was a manifestation. Yet it was this new communications
network that helped turn a local pageant into national cultural event.
The Eglinton tournament was the epitome of Victorian medievalism, dismissed
by many as profligate aristocratic folly, out of place in an age of progress, and embraced
by others as a celebration of a better past. A group of young aristocrats elected to
parliament in 1841 even looked to feudalism for political inspiration. The Young
England group, led by Benjamin Disraeli, were distressed by the condition of the
working class and thought it was the duty of the aristocracy, guided by the virtues of
chivalry, to revive a more paternalistic and less exploitative world. For them the customs
and ceremonies of monarchy were a crucial part of the rituals and symbols necessary to
sustain the people’s affection for the constitution. They felt that unless something was
done to relieve the distress of the poor and improve social conditions there was a very

Traditionally the King’s Champion rode into the coronation banquet at Westminster Hall in full
armour and threw down a gauntlet to challenge anyone who disputed the monarch’s right to
ascend the throne. This was not without incident. At the coronation of James II in 1685 the
gauntlet was thrown down with such vigour that the King’s Champion followed it to the floor and
had to be helped back up on his horse; see Ian Anstruther, The Knight and the Umbrella: An Account of
the Eglinton Tournament 1839 (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1963), p. 9.
10 ‘A Tournament’, Rhode-Island Republican, 29 May 1839, p. 2, cited in Sarah Abigail Swinney,
‘Knights of the Quill: The Arts of the Eglinton Tournament’ (unpublished honours thesis, Baylor
University, 2009), p. 18.
11 Anstruther, pp. 193–4.
12 With an additional stop at the newly built harbour at Ardrossan for the event.
9
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real risk of revolution. The founding of the Chartist movement and the Newport Rising
of 1839 made this risk seem very real.
Nostalgia for an imagined medieval past was not invented by Scott but his works
did much to popularise it. In Thomas Love Peacock’s novel Crotchet Castle, published in
1831 the medievalist Mr Chainmail argues that the twelfth century ‘was a much better
state of society than this which we live in’ and that the common people’s state of ‘dismal
degradation’ had been brought on by a combination of ‘gunpowder, steam and
fiscality’.13 This echoes Edmund Burke who, forty years earlier, had lamented that ‘the
age of chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, economists, and calculators, has succeeded’.14
The Eglinton tournament is part of this reaction against modern commerce and
utilitarianism, and a celebration of a more chivalrous age. One of the spectators, Henry
Curling, found the event so enthralling that he felt it was ‘remembered with difficulty
that you lived in the dull mechanical money-getting, common-place year of eighteen
hundred and thirty-nine.’15
The Eglinton tournament tapped into a rich seam of reactionary conservatism,
and yet it would not have been quite such a noteworthy cultural event without the very
changes that its participants were battling against. Steel engraving allowed Allom’s
vision of Scott’s Middle Ages to reach a wider audience, whilst the Ridgway jug is just
one example of the cheaply produced goods that echoed the enthusiasm for the
medieval that the event celebrated. Furthermore, it would not have been so widely
reported, so well attended, nor so extensively commemorated without the new
technologies of the Age of Steam. Even the tournament bridge that carried the
procession from the castle to the tiltyard, for all its gothic decoration, was made of cast
iron.
Unfortunately, by the time the procession was ready to leave the castle the
heavens opened, and the Scottish weather did its worst for the remainder of the day,
soaking participants and spectators alike. The sodden ground made jousting even more
difficult for the inexperienced knights, who often missed their targets, so what was meant
to have been the highlight of the event was generally felt to be rather underwhelming.
The grandstands proved to be less than watertight, so the spectators only caught
occasional glimpses of Lady Seymour, the Queen of Beauty, sheltering from the rain.
Lord Londonderry, the King of the Tournament, was seen wielding nothing more
dangerous than a large green umbrella.16 The subsequent banquet had to be cancelled
as the specially constructed banqueting hall and ballroom proved inadequate against
the downpour. The satirists and anti-Tory press found plenty of material in this turn of
events. Yet when the weather cleared two days later and a further day of jousting was
Thomas Love Peacock, Crotchet Castle 1831 (reprinted London: Penguin, 1982), pp. 202–3.
Edmund Burke, The Works of the Rt.Hon. Edmund Burke, 12 vols (London: John Nimmo, 1887), III,
p. 331.
15 Henry Curling, The Field of the Cloth of Gold at Eglintoun (sic) (London: Sampson Law, 1839), p. 2.
16 Anstruther, p. 202.
13
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held, all went well. Some of the knights got a little overenthusiastic in the mêlée and the
Knight Marshal had to separate the Marquess of Waterford and Viscount Alford to
prevent a scene similar to that depicted by Allom.
The Ridgway jug was just one of a number of artefacts that kept the memory of
the event alive.17 Several accounts of the tournament were published in the following
years, six of them illustrated, the most lavish of which not appearing until 1843.
Produced by Colnaghi and Puckle in London, with text by The Times correspondent,
the Revd. John Richardson, it had twenty-one illustrations based on watercolours by
James Henry Nixon. These depict the procession to the lists, the jousting, banquet and
ball, and include a scene showing Sir Charles Lamb riding to intervene in the mêlée
(figure 3).

Figure 3. John Henry
Nixon, The Mêlée
(detail), 1843, lithograph
based on an original
watercolour, ink on paper,
Royal Armouries Museum,
Leeds. Image courtesy of the
Royal Armouries.

The tournament at Eglinton in 1839 captured the popular imagination at the
time and its memory echoed for decades afterwards. As a guide to the Glasgow and
Ayrshire Railway, published in 1841, remarked, ‘this Tournament, though the elements

For example, the Victoria and Albert Museum also has a waistcoat from the same date depicting
jousting knights.
17
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fought against it, will be immortal.’18 As well as much satire, it inspired further
tournaments, along with paintings, poetry and objects like the Ridgway jug that spread
its fame well beyond the aristocratic milieu that created it. It was referred to in a New
York Times article as late as 191219 and was still felt to be sufficiently culturally relevant
that over sixty years later Royal Doulton introduced a china pattern based on scenes
from the event that continued to be produced until 1928 (figure 4).

Figure 4. A Royal Doulton jug of a design produced
between 1903 and 1928 showing scenes from the
Eglinton tournament of 1839. 21cm high. (Author’s
own.)

Popular culture had embraced
Scott’s Middle Ages in a way that made
reality secondary. Images like Thomas
Allom’s, and everyday objects like the
Ridgway jug, created a perception of the
medieval world that had become as real to
the nineteenth-century mind as the
classical world had been in the eighteenth
century. The scenes that Scott had
described in Ivanhoe had become common currency through paintings, prints and stage
shows, and the opportunity to witness a tournament at first hand was what drew so
many people to Eglinton. The event was the subject of much mockery and even Lord
Eglinton, resplendent in his gold armour (figure 5), later admitted that the jousting was
rather tame by medieval standards, but his rain-lashed tournament did nothing to
dampen the enthusiasm for the Gothic. Victoria and Albert hosted a medieval costume
ball three years later, and the effigy of Prince Albert in the memorial chapel at Windsor
shows him in full armour. The Eglinton tournament has been described as an exercise
in aristocratic virility and Tory defiance, a protest against the 1832 Reform Act and
against the soulless doctrines of political economy.20 Yet the irony is that the
tournament’s popularity, notoriety and continued celebration in art and artefacts owed
a great deal to the social and economic change that its organisers were reacting against.
The improved communications that allowed people to come from across the world to a
John Warden, The Glasgow and Ayr and Glasgow and Greenock Railway Companion (Glasgow: John
Morrison, 1841), p. 61.
19 ‘To Be Queen of Beauty’, New York Times, 17 March 1912, cited in Swinney, p. 27.
20 Richard Stein, Victoria’s Year: English Literature and Culture 1837-8 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1987), p. 242.
18
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remote corner of Ayrshire to witness the occasion had only been in place for a year or
so. The event was remembered in products like the Ridgway jug in a new age of
consumerism. Published accounts and staged re-enactments kept its memory alive
across a broad spectrum of society long after the event.21

Figure 5. Edward Henry
Corbould, Lord
Eglinton and Winton,
dressed as Lord of the
Tournament, c. 1840,
oil on panel, 53.3 ×
42.5 cm. Image courtesy
of the Victoria and Albert
Museum.

Born of the same enthusiasm for the medieval that produced Allom’s painting,
and remembered through art and artefacts like the Ridgway jug, the Eglinton
Tournament was clearly an important cultural event that had echoes into the twentieth
century. Yet, although Nixon’s watercolours of the event cast a sympathetic light on the
occasion, unfortunately it was mainly remembered for the weather. As a character in
Edward Fitzgerald’s Euphranor of 1851 recounts, ‘Don’t you remember what an absurd
thing the Eglinton Tournament was? [...] The very moment of Onset, the rain began,
and the Knights threw down their lances, and put up their umbrellas.’22
21 For example, the following year the New Theatre Royal in Glasgow staged a burlesque entitled
Mock Tournament: or, The Age of Chivalry (Bell, p. 201).
22 Edward Fitzgerald, Euphranor: A Dialogue on Youth (London: William Pickering, 1851), p. 8.
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