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James Smetham 2021:  
To mark the 200th anniversary of his birth it is planned 
to launch a 3-5 year programme which will centre on the 

three themes which were critical to James Smetham’s 
life: art, religion and mental wellbeing. 
The programme will aim to include 

 A survey of Smetham’s known surviving work,.  
 A travelling exhibition of his paintings, etchings and 

‘squarings’, aimed particularly at churches and 
schools 

 Accompanying educational programme (for a variety 

of levels) linking the three core themes  
 Therapeutic workshop use or displays for the 

promotion of mental  wellbeing. 
 Online resources possibly including a catalogue and 

study programme  

For information contact: 

The Oxford Centre for Methodism 

and Church History 

Oxford Brookes University 

Harcourt Hill 

Oxford OX2 9AT 

 

01865 488455 

admin.ocmch@brookes.ac.uk 

‘Irene with tambourine’ 

James Smetham 

Artist, Poet, Teacher, 

(pre-Raphaelite circle) 

1821-1889 



Who was James Smetham? 

Born in Pateley Bridge, 
Yorkshire, 9 September 

1821, Smetham came from a 
strongly religious family. His 

father, uncle and brother 
were all Wesleyan Methodist    
ministers, and he led a Bible 

Class at the Wesleyan chapel 
in Stoke Newington, London. 

His Methodist faith was 
fundamental to his life and 
art.  

 
He was a friend of Rossetti, 
Ruskin, Ford Madox Brown, 

and others in Pre-Raphaelite 
circles, especially William 

Davies, who edited his poems 
and letters. Smetham’s 
writing on William Blake, 

w i th  whom he  was 
sometimes compared, was 
well regarded.   

 
Always a sensitive person 

(which is reflected in his art), 
his mental health collapsed 
around 1877 and never 

recovered: for the last two 
years of his life he would not 

speak. He died 5 February 
1889. 

Study for ‘The Rose of Dawn’ 

Page from Journal squarings 

As an artist he painted in a 
variety of genres, but much 

of his work was small in scale. 
His most characteristic output was in 
the prolific visual ‘squarings’ he 

compiled, mostly for his own 
purposes, as well as his literary 
‘ventilators’.  

‘Sarah Smetham and baby John’ 

This family collection was bequeathed to Oxford Brookes 
University by Bruce Smetham, 

who died in 2016. The Collection 
comprises: 
 Over 50 paintings and etchings 

 Journal volumes of ‘squarings’ 
 Bible study notes 
 Letters and papers 

 
Additionally there is further 

Smetham material in the Oxford 
Centre for Methodism and Church 
History’s other collections. 
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