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Around the 1850s these were often ‘engraved 
from a photograph’, later photo-lithography 
became used. These frontispieces ceased 
when the Magazine changed format in 1889. 
 
The People 

As John Wesley started to form his ‘connexion’ 

of Methodist religious ‘societies’ in the 1740s, 

within the Church of England, he appointed 

‘assistants’ to be stationed in ‘circuits’ around 

Britain and Ireland. In time these became 

‘preachers’, and then ‘ministers’ – by which 

time the Methodists had become an 

organisation independent of the Church of 

England. The published prints helped to build 

a cult of personality around some of the 

preachers. The prints also show how itinerants 

of Wesley’s time generally wore ordinary 

clothes, but as time went by dressed more and 

more like Church clergy. 

 

Although over half the membership of the 

Methodists has consistently been female, 

women ministers were not allowed until the 

1970s. Portrait prints of women are very few. 

 

 

The ‘Methodist Magazines’ 

First published in 1778, the ‘Arminian Magazine’ 

was the initiative and propaganda vehicle of the 

Methodist evangelistic leader Rev. John Wesley 

(1703-1791). In 1798 it became the ‘Methodist 

Magazine’, adding ‘Wesleyan’ to the title in 1822, 

eventually closing in 1969. As Methodism 

fragmented in the nineteenth century, the various 

sub-denominations (such as the ‘Primitive 

Methodists’) published their own similar 

magazines. 

In the 1820s steel plates started to replace 

copper – these had a much longer life, 

copper required a number of identical 

plates to be made for a single issue. 

Photograph of the construction of the chapel at 
Westminster College, Harcourt Hill, Oxford, [1950s] 

The Prints 

From the start, the ‘Magazine’ issued portrait 

prints to be bound in as frontispieces: only three 

in the first year but monthly thereafter. These 

were usually – with some exceptions – prints of 

Methodist preachers (later known as ministers). 

The Magazine was priced cheaply to achieve 

wide circulation, yet the quality of some of the 

prints is high – reflecting their cost of some 20% 

of total production expense (for a 52-page issue 

and a print run of over 21,000) in 1804. 

 

Although small, the best of them have a fineness 

of gradation (particularly in stipple). Cruder early 

engravings (possibly woodcuts) gave way to the 

sometimes exquisite work of J Ridley from the 

mid-1790s. From around 1810 the portrait artist 

John Jackson R.A. produced images, for prints 

by several engravers. Following Jackson’s death 

in 1831 he was succeeded by another portrait 

painter, William Gush. 

Thomas Hutton (c.1766-67-1839), engr. W. Ridley, 
Arminian Magazine, 1798 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Collage of heads of Methodist preachers, taken from 
prints in the Magazine, arranged around John Wesley. 

 

The prints were often collected and prized: those 

of particular people were framed, mounted in 

albums or the heads cut out carefully, and 

pasted together in groups (as in one fine 

example in the Centre’s collections).  They 

survive in collections small and large. 

 

*** 

The Wesley Historical Society Library at 

OCMCH holds a large collection of over 2,000 

prints from the Magazines, as well as other 

images and later photographs, mounted on card. 

It also has a complete run of the original 

(Wesleyan) Magazines, and most copies of 

other Methodist sub-denominations; as well as  

albums of portrait prints. 

 

The Methodist Church House picture collection 

holds several oil paintings (by John Jackson 

R.A. and William Gush) which correspond with 

the printed portraits. 

Archives 

Other Methodist sub-denominations included the 

frontispiece portrait prints later. The format of the 

prints is different: often they seem to be larger and 

not so fine – possibly they were simply more 

cheaply produced. The Dublin edition of the 

‘Magazine’ carried different portrait prints: of Irish 

preachers, depicted and engraved by Irish artists 

and engravers. 
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DIGITAL COLLECTIONS 

Methodist Portrait Prints online gives free 

access to the unparalleled WHS Library 

collection 

 

Other images are available on Art UK 

 

 

Revd. J. H. Bumby (1808-1840) 

Painted W. Gush, engraved R. Smith.  
Wesleyan Methodist Magazine, 1846 

 


