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MARY Spencer shared her life with George Stubbs, the eigh-
teenth-century artist best known for his depiction of horses and his 
magisterial treatise, The Anatomy of the Horse (1766).1

Who was Mary Spencer? Her origins remain obscure; she may 
have been the posthumous daughter of a Captain Spencer, which would 
put the date of her birth in 1741.2 Early writers called her the artist’s 
niece or aunt.3 More recent accounts have assumed she was his com-
mon-law wife and mother of his son George Townley Stubbs, also an 
artist and engraver.4 We now know that the latter assumption is mis-
taken, but it has persisted.5 Few mention her only son, Richard Spencer, 
who assumed the surname Stubbs only after his father’s death.6 Despite 
scholarly endeavour, her biography remains puzzling. 

But we know this: Spencer spent fifty years in the company of 
George Stubbs. She lived near him in Liverpool, joined him at Horkstow, 
a small Lincolnshire village where Stubbs worked on his dissections, as 
well as the illustrations and text of The Anatomy of the Horse.7 She and 
Stubbs shared a home at 24 Somerset Street in London from 1763 until 
his death in 1806.8 Spencer was the sole beneficiary of his will and con-
tributed information to Ozias Humphry’s biographical sketch of the art-
ist.9 In 1807, she moved to Baker Street North, now simply Baker Street, 
where she died in 1817.10

The clearest account of Spencer’s relationship with Stubbs is 
given in the artist’s obituary published in The Gentleman’s Magazine in 
1806. It referred to Spencer as “a near relation, […] his constant companion, 
and principal assistant, both in his literary & his anatomical pursuits.”11
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THE STUDIO SALE: DISPERSAL

In May 1807, a two-day sale destroyed the studio cum laboratory and the 
traces of the working relationship that Stubbs and Spencer had estab-
lished. In 192 lots, the sale scattered the oil and enamel paintings, prepa-
ratory sketches and some six hundred drawings, which have mostly 
remained lost to scholarship since.12 It also erased the traces of Stubbs’s 
influences expressed in the acquisition of works by other artists, con-
temporary and historical. 

A further two-day sale in June disbanded the specimens, scien-
tific instruments, and painting and engraving equipment such as “cabi-
net articles in mahogany, of ingenious construction and excellent man-
ufacture, … a variety of easels, engraving tables and painting cases, 
particularly his own travelling easel”.13 On the second day of the June 
sale, the house shed its entire contents, including “the neat Household 
Furniture, China, Wedgwood ware, Books, Prints & c.”14 Finally, the lease 
too was sold.

Walter Gilbey, a late nineteenth-century biographer of Stubbs and 
a collector of his work, gave a detailed impression of the studio, referring 
to it as the exhibition room, that had held all these objects accrued over 
almost five decades: “It was nearly twenty-eight feet by twenty-one feet, 
fitted up with a lantern skylight, and handsomely ornamented in stucco”.15 

(1)  George Stubbs, Study of a Racehorse in Action: Galloping to Left, a Semi- 
Anatomical Study, with Skin Flayed to Show Action of Muscles, undated, red chalk 
and graphite on thin, smooth, cream wove paper, 17,1 × 27 cm, Yale Center for 
British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, B2001.2.1263. 
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Here the artist showed his work, entertained clients and worked on his 
paintings, drawings, and engravings, and on his anatomical preparations.

Among the over six hundred drawings included in the artist’s 
posthumous studio sale might have been this red chalk representation 
of a thoroughbred in full gallop (fig. 1). The stallion’s body, both alive and 
anatomised, is suspended in that awkward ‘flying’ pose common in 
painting that photography would later debunk.16 His ears are pinned 
back, tail streaming, muscles taut. Stubbs also exposes the underlying 
structure. The windpipe, ribs, hip bone, and the sinews of the forelegs 
are all visible, along with the blood vessels coursing across the belly. The 
eye, a hollow socket shaded in graphite, lends the figure a spectral inten-
sity. Despite its anatomical precision, the drawing conveys motion and 
vitality. At once creature and cadaver, the écorché magnifies Stubbs’s 
approach. Empirical observation reveals the textures of muscle, sinew, 
and bone beneath the skin—the painted surface.

A faint cross marked in pencil beneath the stallion’s belly haunts 
the image. It indicates a moment of revision, of cancellation, or removal, 
which prefigures Spencer’s treatment in the archive.

HORKSTOW: SHARED LABOUR

Between 1756 and 1758, during an eighteen-month stay at Horkstow, 
Stubbs dissected some twelve horses to understand their internal struc-
ture. This was not a solitary pursuit. It was physical, logistical, and emo-
tional. The dissection of horses required endurance, tolerance for decay, 
and an intellectual companion and collaborator.

Spencer was there, through the bloodletting, the rigging, the flay-
ing. She was there when veins were injected with wax, when the flies 
came, when the flesh rotted, when the bones were cleaned. She endured 
the danger of infection and the isolation of rural life. She supported his 
work and assisted in the dissections and their documentation as the 
obituary’s phrase “principal assistant, both in his literary & his anatom-
ical pursuits” testifies.

She was a participant. To acknowledge this is not to diminish 
Stubbs’s achievement. It is to recognise that artistic production is rarely 
solitary. It is embedded in networks of support that often remain unre-
corded and leave just a few fugitive traces in the archive. 

Their monumental undertaking, The Anatomy of the Horse, was 
published in 1766. Stubbs had written the 50,000-word text and drawn 
and engraved the detailed illustrations. It was the fullest account of 
equine anatomy published to date, surpassing Carlo Ruini’s popular and 
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often pirated Dell’ anatomia del cavallo (1598).17 The publication secured 
Stubbs’s reputation as the leading ‘horse painter’ of his age—a label he 
resisted throughout his career. But behind this monumental achieve-
ment was Spencer: the woman who worked with him in the dissecting 
room.

‘I REMEMBER’: SPENCER’S VOICE IN  
THE ARCHIVE

The absence of evidence that surrounds Stubbs’s life and career also 
affects our knowledge of Spencer. Ozias Humphry’s biographical sketch, 
recorded from conversations with Stubbs in the 1790s, offers a loose 
assortment of chronologically arranged anecdotes and remains the 
principal source on the artist’s life.18 Humphry’s hurried and partially 
illegible hand was transcribed by his son, William Upcott, librarian and 
manuscript collector, into something quieter and more legible.19 It is here 
that we find Spencer’s additional comments, written on separate sheets 
of paper.20 Humphry or Upcott cut these into strips and interleafed them 
into the transcript.21

Spencer’s notes present detailed recollections as well as anec-
dotes and a poignant account of Stubbs’s death. Her handwriting is neat, 
her language precise and strikingly immediate. Spencer recounts a 
scene from Stubbs’s studio in which she witnessed a horse’s reaction to 
seeing the large-scale Grosvenor Hunt (1762), a work executed for Richard 
Grosvenor, 1st Earl Grosvenor, one of the artist’s important early patrons 
(fig. 2). Spencer recalled:

“I remember (when it hung up in his show room) seeing an old 
Hunter, that was standing at rest for his portrait and noding [sic], 
whenever he was roused and looked at this Hunting piece, Neigh 
and seem very pleasantly agitated. The present Lord G has the 
picture, at Mill Bank.”22

A scene of daily life in the studio. The old hunter standing for his portrait 
is dozing off and needs reminding to resume his pose. A tale also of re
cognition. The neighing of the hunter testifies to the legibility of Stubbs’s 
work for non-human viewers, a response that today’s horse painters fre-
quently observe in their models.23 A tale also of presence. Spencer was 
present in the studio where Stubbs worked, she witnessed and remem-
bered. Spencer’s use of capital letters is informative. The Hunter and 
Lord G. share equal billing, and the Neighing makes itself heard on the 
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(2)  George Stubbs, The Grosvenor Hunt, 1762, oil on canvas, 150 × 241.3 cm,  
Private Collection / Bridgeman Images.

page. It expresses a non-hierarchical world view that does not differen-
tiate between creatures—horse or human.

This passage forms part of a slightly longer note in which Spencer 
recalls Stubbs’s work for Lord Grosvenor, written on paper wider than 
the volume it is bound in, the bottom edge unevenly cut or torn (fig. 3). It 
is folded. Unfold it, and it reveals her account of Stubbs’s work on The 
Grosvenor Hunt.

“In 1760, on his leaving Goodwood, he went to Eaton Hall in 
Cheshire, the seat of Lord Grosvenor, This was a pre-arrange-
ment to paint Bandy, here he stayed many months, and painted a 
very large Hunting Piece, in which where the Portraits, of Lord 
Grosvenor, on honest John, his brother Mr:G, Sir Roger Morston, 
Mr Bell Lloyd, & appropriate servants, with a view of the Country, 
from the Saloon of Eaton Hall. Every object in this picture was a 
Portrait and very successfully executed.”

Spencer’s recollections are vivid and detailed. Over forty years after The 
Grosvenor Hunt was painted, she remembered the names of the key fig-
ures and of Lord Grosvenor’s mount as well as the location. The same 
levelling is visible here: she insists that every object was a ‘Portrait’.
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Spencer’s voice, which I have excavated from the archive, appears 
here in print unencumbered by Upcott’s crossings out and insertions. 
The staccato style, the detail, the no frills; this is Spencer in her own 
words. Upcott’s changes perhaps add clarity. Bandy becomes ‘the cele-
brated Horse’, Old John is identified as ‘another favourite horse belong-
ing to his Lordship’. But crucially Spencer’s immediate and particular 
use of the term ‘Portrait’ is lost.

In Upcott’s rewrite, portrait is a term reserved for humans. Horses 
and landscape views are seen as ‘painted from nature’. Upcott also 
embellishes Spencer’s prose: a ‘view’ becomes ‘scenery’, and ‘the present 
Lord G has the painting’ becomes ‘the present Lord G is in possession of 
the painting’. Assumptions about how to write about art dominate the 
reworking of Spencer’s immediate and egalitarian prose which chimes 
with Stubbs’s practice of meticulous attention to horse, hound and 
human in his works.

Here is Upcott’s version of the account from the second tran-
script, which integrates Spencer’s notes: 

“In 1760, on his leaving Goodwood, he went to Eaton Hall in 
Cheshire, the seat of Lord Grosvenor (to fulfil a previous engage-
ment) to paint the celebrated Horse Bandy, where he remained 
many months, and among other tasks executed a very large 
Hunting Piece, in which where [sic] the Portraits of Lord Grosve-
nor on honest John (another favourite horse belonging to his 
Lordship), his brother Mr:G, Sir Roger Monstyn, Mr Bell Lloyd, & 
appropriate servants together with the scenery of the Country, 
from the Saloon of Eaton Hall. Every object in this picture was 
painted from nature and very successfully executed. — (when fin-
ished and hanging in his show room) an old Hunter, that was 
standing at rest for his portrait, whenever he was roused and 
looked towards this Hunting piece began to Neigh and seems 
very pleasantly agitated (the present Lord G is in possession of 
the Picture at Mill Bank).”24

Crucially, Spencer’s ‘I remember’ has been omitted. Upcott crossed it out 
and replaced it with an em dash in the second transcript. With the sub-
ject removed from this sentence, the syntax strains and the tenses falter. 
The hunter is forever ‘very pleasantly agitated’ in the present tense. 
These changes might appear minor. But they erase Spencer’s voice. The 
subject—who remembered, who witnessed, who was there—replaced by 
an em dash. Removing Spencer from the account renders it brittle and 



‘I remember ’: Mary Spencer and the Art of George Stubbs 143

contorted, disintegrating into minor observations that float aimlessly. It 
is Spencer’s ‘I remember’ that anchored and validated the entire scene. 
By far the longest episode Spencer contributed to the Humphry manu-
script was her account of Stubbs’s final hours. Her description is rich in 
detail and full of admiration for Stubbs ‘that truly great man’. She remem-
bers the day as it routinely unfolded, punctured by his sudden being 
taken unwell, the summoning of close friends, the shock of the unex-
pected death, which was recorded at around 9 o’clock in the morning.

Upcott reduced Spencer’s heart-felt assessment of Stubbs as ‘that 
truly great man’ to ‘that valuable man’—a change that conveys utility 
rather than reverence. This substitution is not merely stylistic; it is ideo-
logical. It transforms a deeply personal tribute into a generic descriptor, 
erasing Spencer’s emotional connection to Stubbs and flattening the 
narrative.

(3) Mary Spencer, Manuscript page inserted in Upcott I, Liverpool Central 
Library and Archives. (Foto: Michaela Giebelhausen)
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THE COMPARATIVE ANATOMY:  
A WORLDVIEW DISMEMBERED

Another two-page note in Spencer’s hand comes towards the end of the 
volume. It gives several anecdotes that testify to the power of Stubbs’s 
art—its uncanny naturalism and emotional resonance. Spencer invokes 
the classical trope of the painted grapes that birds mistakenly peck at—a 
knowing nod to the story of the ancient Greek artist Zeuxis whose 
painted grapes famously fooled birds. 

Such anecdotes are recurring motifs in artists’ biographies, and 
Spencer offers many. But she claims that Stubbs’s art fooled animals and 
humans alike. His horses and dogs are startled by painted images. A gen-
tleman jumps aside to avoid being kicked by the life-size Hambletonian—
not once but twice, attesting to an art that is superior to that of the leg-
endary Zeuxis.25

Judy Egerton dismissed Spencer’s additions to the Humphry 
account as “a few anecdotes, some about her ´Valuable Man ,́ but mostly 
marvelling at living animals reacting to the verisimilitude of Stubbs’s 
painted animals.”26 But these recollections do not simply parade the 
naïve assumption of painting’s capacity to blur the line between repre-
sentation and reality. They demonstrate Stubbs’s ability to provoke vis-
ceral reactions through his work and map his universe as one in which 
all creatures are sentient beings and inter-species relationships are pos-
sible. 

The inter-relatedness repeatedly articulated in these anecdotes 
is also reflected in the artist’s final work, The Comparative Anatomy, 
comparing man, tiger, and fowl.27 Spencer emphasised its importance 
when, in her account of his final day, she recalled Stubbs saying: “I had 
indeed hoped to have finished my Comparative Anatomy eer [sic] I went, 
but for other things I have no anxiety”.28 

She withheld the plates and the drawings of the Comparative 
Anatomy from the studio sale, intending to publish them herself – a hope 
that never materialised. When they were reprinted in 1817 by Edward 
Orme, the work’s original ambition to compare man, tiger and fowl as 
equals was lost. Section one featured man alone; while section two 
paired tiger and fowl—affirming man’s primacy over creation.29 Spencer 
had tried but failed to preserve their shared worldview.

Spencer remembered; she was there, in the studio, witnessing, 
participating, and ultimately making the work possible. By altering or 
erasing her voice and perpetuating those alterations, shaped by editorial 
choices that prioritise style over substance, we lose more than just words. 
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Returning to the original manuscript, undoing the crossings-out 
and insertions, and staying with the absences of the archive, the frag-
mentation and uncertainty, helps to restore Spencer’s voice and the 
shared world she and Stubbs inhabited.
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