Thomas Baker
1808 – 1864
‘We never tire of these cow-pastures of Baker, beside the gently flowing

Leam, or classic Avon – never weary of these undulating

vales, corn-crowned, and smiling through the floating mists of a summer’s

day’s decline, ever fresh as the evening fingers paint them

unctuously with light and sweetness.’

Lord Leigh, patron

Thomas Baker was born in Harbourne, Birmingham, the son of the Headmaster of Harbourne Free School.  He attended the Charles Street Academy where he was a student of Joseph Vincent Barber (1788 – 1838).  Baker, who moved to Leamington in the 1830s, is often known as ‘Thomas Baker of Leamington’ or ‘The Landscape Baker’.  He was a prolific painter of landscapes in watercolour and oils and produced over 800 pictures.  Most of his paintings are of local scenes from the Midlands, especially Warwickshire.  He also travelled to and painted in the Welsh Border regions, the Lake District, Scotland and Ireland.  Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum houses the largest collection of Baker’s work with 58 paintings and drawings.
Baker was a member of the Birmingham Society of the Arts from 1827-1842 and the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists from 1842-1858.  He exhibited with these societies as well as with the Royal Academy (1831-1858) and the British Institution.  In their History of the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists, Hill and Midgley write that:

‘He painted landscapes with cattle full of light and sweetness, and finished 

with the most loving care and delicacy even to the smallest detail.  His pictures are more eagerly sought for today than those by any other of our old members, excepting of course those by David Cox.’

Giving a somewhat mixed appraisal of his work, one contemporary critic wrote:

‘There is a strong matter of fact in the works of Mr Baker that removes all doubt as to the identity of the object he is presenting.  He possesses much of the spirit of Henshaw (Frederick Henshaw, 1807 – 1891) with less of his breadth and freedom, and mastery of colours.  Yet his manipulation is remarkably beautiful, and he often seizes upon a landscape in its happiest phase, and produces a gem of rare natural and artistic excellence.’
Baker has been accused of producing work that was static, or ‘pleasing but mediocre’.
  However, critics often praised his ‘touch and delicacy of detail’ as well as the representation of colour and light in his work. 
  And patrons such as Lord Leigh of Stoneleigh Abbey were clearly very taken with his paintings.
Thomas Baker spent his early life in Birmingham, moving to Leamington Spa in the early 1830s.  By 1849 he was living independently in Church Street.  He lived in Church Street for most of the rest of his live, with a brief stay in Hamilton Terrace in the early 1860s.  He earned a living by painting and teaching children from middle class families.

There is some disagreement as to whether he ever married.  Some suspect that he was married at either Lillington or All Saints Parish Church but this has yet to be confirmed.  He is thought to have had two legitimate children from this marriage.  More is known about his relationship with Elizabeth Alice Smith, a lodging house keeper, and their five illegitimate children.  Their children - Edmund, Harry, Thomas, Alice and Emma – took the surname Baker-Smith.  Elizabeth Smith and Baker never lived together and there is no evidence that they ever married.  

Baker died at the relatively early age of 55 at 10 Regent Grove, Leamington Spa, he is buried next to fellow artist and friend David Cox at St Peter’s church in Harbourne.  At the time some suspected that his housekeeper, Hannah Hewett, had poisoned him but there is no evidence to support this claim.  It does not seem that Baker achieved great popularity in his own lifetime.  The Leamington artist John Burgess said of him in 1873 ‘poor Baker, who positively starved.  His pictures are fetching large prices…they are a safe investment’.

In 1908 Baker’s son, Edmund Baker Smith, donated five of his father’s notebooks to the Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery.  These notebooks contain details of all the paintings Baker produced, recorded by the artist himself.  The entries contain information on the size, content, date, materials used, exhibitions and when and for how much the painting was sold.
Thomas Baker remains one of Warwickshire’s most important artists.  His work can be seen on display in the main gallery at Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum with more examples on the website, Windows on Warwickshire, from April 2008. 
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