
JOHN DOWNMAN A.R.A (1749 - 1824) 

Portrait miniature of a young lady, wearing a white dress with a frilled lace border and a pink
ribbon, her hair curled and worn with a double hairband

Circa: circa 1790s
circa 1790s
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Gilt metal frame with hairwork reverse
 

John Downman was a multifaceted artist, known for his miniature portraits, drawings, and pastels.
Though a large number of these works are well-recorded, it has not been possible to identify the

previous ownership or sitter of this particular miniature. It can, however, be confidently attributed to
Downman. Another very similar portrait of a lady, sold through Philip Mould[1], shows a woman in

almost the same dress, with a similar use of colouring throughout. It has been suggested that this other
portrait shows the sitter, Elizabeth Durrance, in her wedding outfit, and the same may be the case for

the unknown young lady here.

By the 1790s, women’s dresses in Britain were becoming less voluminous and began to resemble the
Chemise dress, made famous by Marie Antoinette and Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire. The sitter
here does not quite wear that fashion, given that the dress she wears has a higher, V-shaped neckline,
rather than the classic, lower, square neckline of the chemise. What is similar, however, is the extremely
high waistband of the dress she wears, which has been emphasised here with a pink ribbon. Her hair is

also styled in a distinctively 1790s manner, with a headband which had been wrapped around twice,
creating a space for the hair to appear in the middle.

Downman has emphasised features in this portrait that were not typically highlighted in his works. For



example, the lady has a clear dimple on her chin, and she also has a somewhat rounded nose. Her
flushed cheeks, however, are very distinctive of the works of Downman, especially the many pastel

portraits he produced of important social figures of the period.

[1] See https://historicalportraits.com/artists/140-john-downman/works/5624-john-downman-a-pair-of-
portraits-of-elizabeth-and-john-c.-1795/.

 


