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Assessment four: Image Commentary
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Above is an image of the chocolate cups and one of the saucers that the Ladies of Llangollen owned.  They can be found in the British Museum and have been used for the purposes of this assessment.  The reason for selecting them as a piece to discuss was because they look aesthetically appealing and more was required to know and learn about them as well as the Ladies of Llangollen.
The Ladies of Llangollen were Eleanor Charlotte Butler (1739-1829) and Sarah Ponsonby (1755 – 1755). In 1887 the cups and saucer(s) were donated by Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks who worked at The British Museum.  Indeed, Franks had many artifacts in his collection, and was one of the Christy trustees, which from about 1860 made major contributions to Plas Newydd (where the Ladies lived).[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  The British Museum, ‘Chocolate-cup; Saucer’ (2021): <chocolate-cup; saucer | British Museum > [accessed 3rd December 2021]; The British Museum, ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021) <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/desire-love-and-identity/ladies-llangollen >[accessed 3rd December 2021]] 

The link for the image for the chocolate mugs and saucer(s) is as follows: 
chocolate-cup; saucer | British Museum
[accessed 2nd December 2021][footnoteRef:2] [2:  The British Museum, ‘Chocolate-cup; Saucer’ (2021) <chocolate-cup; saucer | British Museum >[accessed 3rd December 2021]] 

The chocolate cups come as pair with covers and saucers to match.  Although the British Museum say, ‘they are not the most impressive or eye-catching objects in the Museum’, they look rather elegant[footnoteRef:3]. When looking at the crafting of these objects it is clear that a twisting technique was used in making the handles.  Also, primarily the colours of red and gold were applied to the cups.[footnoteRef:4]  With these techniques employed and with these colours being used, it is quite likely that the Ladies commissioned the factory to make them.[footnoteRef:5]  There is further evidence to suggest that the Ladies had the cups and the saucer especially made for them as they had their initials on the saucers. [3:  The British Museum ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021):  <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/desire-love-and-identity/ladies-llangollen > [accessed 3rd December 2021]]  [4:  The British Museum ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021): <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/desire-love-and-identity/ladies-llangollen >[accessed 3rd December 2021]]  [5:  The British Museum, ‘Chocolate-Cup; Saucer’ (2021): <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1887-0307-VIII-34 >[accessed 3rd December 2021]] 

According to The British Museum they were made out of porcelain in the 18th century by Derby Porcelain factory where there were highly reputable artists working[footnoteRef:6].  With this in mind, it is highly likely that much of the work on the cups and saucer was painted by hand and that they were expensive items. The intended use for the chocolate cups was for drinking hot chocolate from. It is highly likely that they were used by the ladies of Llangollen for this purpose, however for the late 18th century they were probably not common items to have in a household.  Although for people who were wealthy, they may have been more commonplace, hot chocolate was probably also not readily available or accessible to everyone at this point.  With this in mind, it is quite likely that the ladies used their chocolate cups and saucer(s) for special occasions, though this cannot be made certain.[footnoteRef:7]   [6:  The British Museum, ‘Derby Porcelain Factory’ (2021) <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG68368 > [accessed 3rd December 2021]]  [7:  The British Museum, ‘Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021): <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/desire-love-and-identity/ladies-llangollen> [accessed 3rd December 2021] 

The image of the chocolate cups also includes a view the Ladies’ house (Plas Newydd) on one of the sides of the cups and the arms of their families on the other.  The covers for the chocolate cups were made at different times with one being made before the other.  In addition to this the saucers have the Ladies’ initials on them. Over time some parts were needed to be replaced, however their uniqueness and beauty has been kept.[footnoteRef:8] Indeed, it is highly likely that these were cherished items, since they were probably an expensive item and the matching saucers had the Ladies initials on them. [8:  The British Museum (2021) https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1887-0307-VIII-34] 

The Ladies first met in Southeast Ireland where it is thought that Butler helped Ponsonby with her education.  Butler was about 16 years Ponsonby’s senior, however they both developed a strong emotional attachment to one another.  It is thought that whilst they attended a boarding school their attachment developed and this later flourished into a loving relationship. As their families did not approve of their relationship, they fled to North Wales so they could retire together.[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  Nicole Reynolds, Cottage Industry: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Symbolic Capital of the Cottage Orne (University of Pennsylvania, 51, 1-2, 2010) pg.213: <https://web-p-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=474228e4-a9c2-4274-93e5-e7d12c8619b4%40redis > [accessed 4th December 2021]] 

Although, for the time their intimacy was probably not approved of;[footnoteRef:10] The British Museum suggest that it was not uncommon for women to develop strong, emotional relationships in the mid to late 1700s[footnoteRef:11]. Indeed, the public were fascinated by their life together and the Ladies were quite renown in the Llangollen area as they had many influential and privileged guests who visited them.[footnoteRef:12]  The Ladies lived in happily together in Plas Newydd for five years[footnoteRef:13] [10:  The British Museum, ‘Chocolate-cup; saucer’ <chocolate-cup; saucer | British Museum>[accessed 3rd December 2021]]  [11:  The British Museum ‘Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021).]  [12:  The British Museum, ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021): < https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/desire-love-and-identity/ladies-llangollen> [accessed 3rd December 2021]]  [13:  Nicole Reynolds, Cottage Industry: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Symbolic Capital of the Cottage Orne (University of Pennsylvania, 51, 1-2, 2010) pg.213] 

Initially it was mere speculation that the ladies had an intimate relationship with one another, however later it became more well-known that at the very least their relationship was a very loving one.[footnoteRef:14] According to Reynolds they developed strategies over the years to protect them from other people directly suggesting that they were sexually involved.[footnoteRef:15]  They did this by creating a public myth about themselves, yet at the same time they only disclosed so much to certain people and did this in a very careful and discreet manner.[footnoteRef:16]   [14:  The British Museum, ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021)]  [15:  Nicole Reynolds, Cottage Industry: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Symbolic Capital of the Cottage Orne (University of Pennsylvania, 51, 1-2, 2010) pg.213]  [16:  Nicole Reynolds, Cottage Industry: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Symbolic Capital of the Cottage Orne (University of Pennsylvania, 51, 1-2, 2010) pg.213] 

With the ladies being quite discreet, this may be the reason why little is known about the Chocolate cups in terms of why they were used, when they were used, how they acquired them and for what purpose they were made. It is quite likely that they shared the same saucer at one point[footnoteRef:17].  The way in which there is only one saucer on the chosen image may point to this also.  If they did share the saucer, this may also provide further suggestions that their relationship was intimate.  [17:  The British Museum: ‘Chocolate Cup; Saucer’ <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1887-0307-VIII-34> [accessed 3rd December 2021]] 

In addition to this, the way in which their arms being on the one side of the cups were joined together in what looks like a ribbon as part of the decoration of the cups provides another example.  With the ribbons being joined together, this could signify their bond with one another as they fled together, lived together and were certainly a loving pair.[footnoteRef:18] Also the chocolate cups had a picture of what their cottage house (Plas Newydd) looked like at that time. With this in mind is without a doubt that the significance of their home was highly regarded. Indeed, the house was (and still is) very well thought of. [18:  The British Museum, ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ (2021); Nicole Reynolds, Cottage Industry: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Symbolic Capital of the Cottage Orne (University of Pennsylvania, 51, 1-2, 2010) pg.213: ] 

Therefore as the image and the literature suggests, it is without a doubt that the Ladies of Llangollen had an intimate, loving relationship.  However, it is debateable whether they actually did engage in sexual intimacies.  Though, at the time it was probably not as uncommon for women to have sexual intimacies as what would have been thought[footnoteRef:19]. According to Roulsten, it was quite usual during this period for a woman to accompany another and share her bed just after being married.[footnoteRef:20] In Butler and Ponsonby’s case they were leaving what would have been undesirable marriages. However, they became very much appreciated by an artistic elite community, of which they became members[footnoteRef:21]. It is quite possible that they gained an income with this venture and this may have been how they acquired the cups and saucer, though it is not made clear if this was the case. [19:  Chris Roulsten, ‘New approaches to the Queer 18th Century’, Literature Compass (10, 2013), p.767. <https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1111/lic3.12103 >[accessed 4th December 2021]]  [20:  Chris Roulsten, ‘New approaches to the Queer 18th Century’, Literature Compass (10, 2013), p.767.]  [21:  Chris Roulsten, ‘New approaches to the Queer 18th Century’, Literature Compass (10, 2013), p.767: <https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1111/lic3.12103 > [accessed 4th December 2021]] 

The significance of the cups and saucer(s) are particularly pertinent to LGBTQ+ people, who at the time of the making of the cups, were probably not accepted by certain religious circles or by wider society in general.  In addition, there was probably not an LGBTQ+ community in the late 18th century/ early 19th century as it is known today. Indeed, legislation was not passed until 1967 which legalised homosexuality; though this was only for men aged 21 and over.  Therefore, at the time, if the ladies were seen as being lesbians, they may have been gaoled.  Homosexuality is, in certain places still considered very risky. This is as the challenge of being homosexual is still contended with and is particularly evident in certain countries where it continues to remain illegal. It is also not approved and not considered acceptable by certain religious groups.  
Although there are currently huge injustices, the way that Plas Newydd is promoted and cherished does help educate others who may be less open to LGBTQ+ rights.  Certainly, the Ladies of Llangollen have demonstrated that for the time it was feasible to be in a loving relationship with someone of the same sex.  It is not as well known how less wealthy and less skilled people would have been able to have a same sex relationship. With this in mind, it may have been riskier for poorer people to be in a relationship that was similar to that of the Ladies of Llangollen, as they probably did not have as much capital nor influence.
Presently there does seem to be a greater acceptance of LGBTQ+ people, particularly in places where it is deemed more acceptable, such as in the UK, USA and some of Europe.  There does however seem to be a long way to go until there is complete equality for LGBTQ+ people. In addition to this, much more that needs to be discovered in relation to LGBTQ+ history.  This is true of the Chocolate cups also as there is a limited amount of information about them.  However, the National Library of Wales does have the Diary of Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby available to view in the archives, which may have more information about the cups and saucers.  Unfortunately, it is not readily available (or easily accessible) online, so it was not possible to see if there was anything written in their diaries about the chocolate cups or saucer(s).[footnoteRef:22] However the significance of these items to the LGBTQ+ community has been demonstrated and is one of celebration. [22:  The National Library of Wales: <https://archives.library.wales/index.php/eleanor-butler-diary > [accessed 5th December 2021]] 
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