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            For Scarlett, Titus and Jack – love always.

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            The vastest things are those we may not learn.
 
            We are not taught to die, nor to be born,
 
            Nor how to burn with love.
 
            How pitiful is our enforced return
 
            To those small things we are the masters of.
 
            
                

            
 
            The Vastest Things Are Those We May Not Learn,
            
 
            Mervyn Peake

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
          
 
         It all began on a rainy September morning in 1936.
 
         I’ve often pictured the high-ceilinged studio at the Westminster School of Art, transparent dots settling on the broad skylight above, like a Seurat. I see the students in their coloured smocks, red-mouthed women with sharp bobs, men in baggy trousers. I hear smoky laughter from the full-figured models and, up above, I see the dark skies of London spoiling for the start of autumn.
         
 
         I see my father leaning over the clay, shaping it with his dexterous fingers. I see my mother walk nervously into the room. It was her first day at art school. She was seventeen. I know about this moment, how it was love at first sight.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         I haven’t seen my father for forty years and my mother for twenty-five, yet not a day goes by without my thinking of them. They pop in and out of my head with a comforting regularity as I look around me and wonder what they would make of the world. My mother, Maeve Gilmore, was a painter and my father, Mervyn Peake, a novelist, painter, poet and illustrator. If he’d been just one of these things I sometimes think his life might have turned out differently. He has never been easy to place. To some he is the author of the Gormenghast trilogy, to others the illustrator of classics they loved as a child. Some know him as a poet and many don’t know him at all. I knew him as a father, and as a father his talents were as great as any line drawing he ever sketched or sentence he ever wrote.
         
 
         The first few years of my life were wonderfully happy. It seemed I inhabited an enchanted playground, where all the wonders of the world were there, before my eyes; a place where creativity, love and laughter were all you needed for a contented and satisfied soul. Our life abruptly altered when my father became ill. Beginning with a nervous breakdown, it ended with Parkinson’s disease, the final diagnosis taking years to discover. It changed him from a cheerful, easy-going man into a frightened stranger, locked into his own private nightmare – a place too far away for me to reach.
         
 
         In my small world, as the youngest child and only daughter, I was protected from too much pain by a fierce respect for childhood – nothing was allowed to ruin that crucial and fleeting moment. Life for Mervyn and Maeve was much harder than they ever let on and deep down I knew this but, because outwardly they appeared light-hearted and optimistic, I allowed myself to be fooled. Twelve of my father’s fifty-seven years were spent in and out of mental institutions and during that time I lived in a haze of confusion, believing that nervous breakdowns and mental hospitals were just a part of life.
         
 
         Since this book is primarily about my parents I should declare at once that I adored them. I didn’t adore them because they were my parents, but because they were charming, loving, generous-hearted people, and an absolute joy to be around. With a surfeit of creativity surrounding me wherever I turned, little money and a healthy disregard for convention, an outsider might quite rightly describe our household as bohemian. I saw it only as a munificent and passionate sanctuary, where ideas were everything and love was the key.
         
 
         The sprawling Victorian house I grew up in is engraved on my mind forever as the scene of more happiness and more despair than anywhere I lived before or have lived since. When my paternal grandparents died, they left their house to my father and, in 1953, when I was four, we moved from Chelsea to the Surrey suburbs. For the next seven years it signified a period in time that was neatly sliced in two, the  first half idyllic, the second bewildering and sad.
         
 
         In 1960 we moved back to Chelsea and life changed again,  and for the better. London in the 1960s was a place with a  romance all of its own. Optimism clung to the air, a sense of  daring made anything seem possible, as if everything were  being experienced for the first time. The films, art, theatre,  music and fashion were so exciting and inventive you felt  yourself to be a participant in a pageant of kaleidoscopic  colour. For a time, Mervyn was central to the spirit of this  era. While he was languishing in bleak hospitals all over the  country, Penguin Books republished the Gormenghast  trilogy and, with a fervour, his books were read, dissected  and loved by a mass of people in a way he’d never know,  never have believed was possible. The books became  essential reading, part of the very fabric of a generation’s  combined memory, and of this I am incredibly proud.
 
         During this difficult time my mother, with a stubborn  refusal to give in to self-pity or gloom, created an  atmosphere at home that was thrillingly glamorous and  alive. Her parties were legendary occasions. Writers,  painters, poets and publishers would talk, drink and dance  the night away until the early hours, and I can’t remember  my teenage years without conjuring up an image of our  house echoing with the sounds of people having fun.
 
         I have spent my whole life wanting to protect my father. I  didn’t know that until I began to write this book. Introduced  to strangers with my pedigree thrown in as an icebreaker, I  long to run away. The complexities of the opening line  ‘Mervyn Peake’s daughter’ create a minefield of awkwardness  and embarrassment. Will they stare at me blankly, will  they say something clever or will they be nice? I never know. The reason I wanted to protect him, and still do, is because his illness was so awful and pervasive that, as a child, I saw him unable to protect himself. He shrank before my eyes and I felt it my job to straighten him up, to shield him from those who might want to hurt him, to protect this towering man – my hero – from the world.
         
 
         I don’t exaggerate when I say that Maeve and Mervyn’s life was one of extremes, the greatest of happiness and the lowest of despair, but with a love so deep and a friendship so enduring it allowed them to believe they’d been lucky. They retained a lack of world-weariness and cynicism that to a child was magical. It was not borne out of naivety but of something else – a belief in people and a genuine love of life.
 
         I have tried to recapture the feeling of a time that is drifting farther and farther away, but for now seems as close as ever. Despite the sadness that coloured our lives, I can only look back with fondness at a time that, unrealistic as it may sound, was glorious. I knew then, as I know now, that what I witnessed was unique.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Chinese Whispers

         
 
         Behind the compound walls stood six identical grey stone houses, built for the missionaries and their families. Beyond lay China. In one of these double-shuttered, three-storeyed houses, the fourth one along, nearest the tennis court, Mervyn sat drawing at the dining-room table. When I visualise my father as a child, I see him at this table, lost in concentration, an endlessly replenished supply of paper, pencils and crayons spread in front of him, as he draws anything, real and imagined, that he sees. From the moment he could clasp a pencil his parents recognised their son’s precocious talent, and encouraged him in his passionate love of drawing. I know that the constant interruptions for meals irritated Mervyn. The obligatory tidying away of pencils and paper to make way for another round of food was to him a hated irrelevance. I’m told he had to be dragged from the table to go to bed. I see him glancing out of the dining-room window, his senses bombarded by the sights and sounds of Tientsin, northern China, where he lived until he was twelve.
         
 
         It was a happy childhood, a lively, affectionate home with his Congregationalist medical missionary parents, ‘Doc’ and Bessie, and elder brother Lonnie, a conventional, middle-class upbringing in the most unconventional of settings, and the very English wordplay, puns and imagery Doc used in his everyday speech were to influence my father for the rest of his life. Mervyn was fascinated by his father’s work. Every day on his way to school – by mule and, later, bicycle – he passed hordes of injured people queuing for Doc’s surgery, and the cure that would miraculously heal them. Doc performed over a thousand operations a year with Bessie, a nurse, and local assistants by his side, speaking Mandarin to his local assistants, training them in all aspects of medicine. Sometimes Mervyn hid in the viewers’ gallery, surreptitiously watching his father performing his operations, once fainting as he watched Doc sawing through the leg of a young Chinaman, the severed limb being carried off on a tray of sawdust.
         
 
         I would give anything to have known Doc. Whenever his name was mentioned there was a change of texture to the conversation, and the warmth his name provoked made me sorry I never met him. One of ten children, Ernest Cromwell Peake was born in Madagascar in 1874 to missionary parents. A slow-talking, sweet-natured man, he read medicine at Edinburgh University, said goodbye to his parents and, aged twenty-four, embarked on a journey that took him slowly and perilously up the Yangtze river and into China. He didn’t see his family again for fifteen years. For one lonely year, he didn’t speak to another European. The first Mandarin he learned, ‘Have you had your rice today?’ being the Chinese equivalent of ‘Greetings’.
         
 
         Four years on, and by now speaking Mandarin fluently, he lived and worked in the Western medicine centre he had set up in Hengchow, in the central Hunan province. On a break from his busy practice, his lingering loneliness finally disappeared when he met Amanda Elizabeth Powell (Bessie), an assistant missionary, and in 1903, five months after their first meeting, they married in Hong Kong. In 1904, their first son, Leslie (Lonnie), was born.
         
 
         During a summer leave seven years later, in the same mountain resort of Kuling, Central Southern China, where Doc and Bessie had first met – a place so remote and inaccessible that both communist Mao Tse-Tung and nationalist Chiang Kai-shek sought refuge there at various times in their careers – the family awaited the birth of Mervyn. Bessie had a weak heart and it was thought that the mountain air would do her good. She had given birth to stillborn twin daughters some time earlier and it was important that she rest. A few days after my father’s birth on 9 July 1911, sudden and bloody revolution broke out. As the Peking-based Manchu and the Chinese battled it out in flaming Hankow, Doc set off to join the Red Cross. The number of casualties was enormous and there was huge loss of life. In improvised hospitals and on a commandeered, privately owned steam yacht, Doc and his comrades treated the wounded until the defeated Manchu retreated to Peking and Doc could rejoin his family.
         
 
         Even so, it was still not safe enough for them to return to their out-station home in Hengchow, and when they finally did go back, Mervyn was already five months old. They were not to stay long. The revolution made life too dangerous for foreigners in Hunan province and, with great sadness at leaving the place where Doc had lived since 1899, the surgery, their many friends and the exotic-fruited, flowered and herbed garden he and Bessie had planted, they, their two sons and their belongings sailed a thousand miles north. Doc was to take over as director of the MacKenzie Memorial Hospital, Tientsin. It was there that Mervyn was to spend his formative years.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            When Maeve and Mervyn Were Young

         
 
         To learn all he could of England, his homeland, Mervyn read News from Afar, Chums and Boys’ Own Paper. He studied the work of his hero, illustrator Stanley L. Wood, who was such an influence that, in Mervyn’s first published piece, ‘Ways of Travelling’, for the London Missionary Society’s magazine, an ‘L’ is proudly inserted in the byline – ‘written and illustrated by Mervyn L. Peake of North China aged 10-and-a-half’. He read adventure books, and devoured Treasure Island until he knew almost every line of it by heart, never imagining that thirty years later he would be commissioned to illustrate the book he had loved so much as a boy.
         
 
         In the two pages he wrote of a proposed memoir, he describes the incongruity of Tientsin Grammar School.
 
         
            It had nothing to do with China. It might have been flown over in a piece from Croydon. It faced the dusty street. Its windows were mouths that shouted, ‘I know I’m ugly, and I like it’. There it stood, horrid and ugly among the sweet-stalls on the wide road. The rickshaws would rattle by in the sun, while we tried to remember the name of the longest river in England, the date of Charles II’s accession, or where one put the decimal point. I remember only the lady teachers. I think they were all lady teachers, except the headmaster, and a sprightly devil-may-care sort of man who took Latin, and whom we could see the headmaster and his staff thought too flippant. I saw him fourteen or fifteen years later in a train in Surbiton. The life had gone out of him. I remembered in a flash as I saw him how he had kept me in one night because of my backwardness, and how, instead of punishing me, I spent the long summer evening happily bowling to him in the big American recreation ground. What a huge desert that ground was. On Sunday afternoon on the way back from Sunday School I would watch the huge Americans playing baseball without a smile on their faces. Great men, fifteen feet high at least with clubs to crack the devil’s head for ever, dressed up like armadillos. How they would run. From base to base they sped, crouching as they ran, with their bodies slanting over like yachts to an angle of 45 degrees.
            

         
 
         The ancient traditions and rigidity of the customs, the visits to Peking to see the Forbidden City and the Great Wall Spirit, were all to influence Mervyn’s writing and drawing for the rest of his life. Without China, Gormenghast couldn’t have existed. It was an exotic, pulsating, juxtaposed world of conformist religion and superstition, rickshaws and dragons, tiffin and cricket, with an underlying emphasis on kindness and good manners. He was taught a way of living, and a way of treating people, that remained intact when  everything around him had crumbled, and survived until  the day he died. I know that the sights, smells and rituals  of the arcane world he grew up in were always in his  blood, and I know that the memories were almost too big to  share.
         
 
         In 1923 Doc, Bessie and Mervyn left China and travelled to  England for a furlough, but they never returned. Bessie’s  health was deteriorating and Doc decided once he was back  in England to resign from the London Missionary Society  and take up practice in Surrey. Mervyn joined Lonnie, who  had been sent back to England to be educated some years  previously. They went to Eltham College, Kent, a school for  the sons of missionaries, where Doc and six of his brothers  had gone before them. Lonnie and Mervyn were both sporty  and popular, and their time at boarding school was perfectly  agreeable. Mervyn’s basic, lavatorial humour and ability to  caricature his teachers went down well with the other boys,  but he was often caned for minor offences. A former pupil  described him at this time as ‘always dreamily in trouble’.  While Lonnie did well at school, Mervyn was a terrible  student, so poor that he was nearly expelled for his lack of  progress. A teacher’s meeting was held and it was only the  art master’s intervention that saved him. Recognising  Mervyn’s exceptional talent, he argued that expelling a  future famous old boy would do nothing to enhance the  school’s reputation.
 
         After leaving Eltham College with nothing to show for it  except his First XI colours and a life-long friend, Mervyn  enrolled at Croydon Art School, but left after a few weeks,  having been accepted on a five-year course at the Royal  Academy Schools in Piccadilly. He completed three and a half. In the summer of 1933, when he was twenty-two, his  dream of adventure came to fruition when he was invited  by Eric Drake, an inspirational English teacher who had  taught him at Eltham, to help build an artists’ colony on the  island of Sark. It turned out to be a place perfectly suited to  his quixotic temperament. He could paint all day, which he  did on occasions in the nude, on the beach, with just a  sombrero to keep the sun off his face or the rain off his head.  There was a voluptuous local girl known for her generosity,  gnarled Sarkese men and wind-bent trees to paint, a tin  shack to sleep in and a pet cormorant to love. Reckless by  nature, Mervyn would cycle along La Coupée, a narrow,  winding, unmade road, pedalling furiously downhill, arms  outstretched, while, on either side of him, a precipitous drop  fell away for three hundred feet, with no railing to save him  from the often angry sea below. There was also the gallery he  had helped build in which to exhibit. It was a wonderful  existence, and might have gone on being so had the principal  of the Westminster School of Art not visited Sark, seen  Mervyn’s pictures at a mixed exhibition and immediately  offered him a teaching post. The reviews had been glowing:  ‘An outstanding exhibitor is Mervyn Peake, who won the  Hacker Porticut Prize at the Royal Academy Schools in 1931,  and has exhibited at the Royal Academy, the Redfern  Gallery and the London Group. His chalk and charcoal  studies are masterful.’ Another reviewer, equally enthusiastic,  wrote: ‘In some cases the work was stamped with  something approaching genius. This was particularly so in  the case of Mervyn Peake, a young man still on the sunny  side of twenty-two, whose versatility and imagination place  him in a class of his own.’
         
 
         
            *

         
 
          
         I know far less about my mother’s childhood. What I do know was all learned in one never-to-be-forgotten conversation when I was seventeen or so. I had gone into her bedroom one early winter’s evening at that melancholy hour between five and six, a little before she poured her first gin and tonic. She was lying on top of her tall brass bed and, as I lay down beside her, she began to talk spontaneously of her childhood. Born in 1918 to a staunch Roman Catholic family, she had grown up in Acre Lane, Brixton, an area at the time popular with prosperous professionals. Each house had, as the name implies, an acre of land attached to it. In the huge double-fronted villa lived her parents, three brothers and two sisters, an ancient retainer nursery maid and a variety of other servants. An elderly African Grey flew around the house, resting on curtains, landing on people’s heads or sitting in his cage impersonating members of the household. He mimicked my Grandmother Matty so impeccably that the same game was played over and over again. ‘Robert! Robert! We’re ready to leave now,’ he would call to the chauffeur. ‘Robert, where are you?’ Robert, rushing to his mistress’s call, fell for it every time.
         
 
         Uniformed staff stood to attention at breakfast time, food at the ready under silver salvers, but Miss Maeve could never be tempted by more than a slice of toast. The ham and eggs, kidneys and bacon, porridge and kippers were too much so early in the morning. There appeared to be staff for every room: butler, cook, scullery maid, chambermaid, parlour maid, under parlour maid, seamstress and valet. They ran the house with precision. Maeve spoke of her fondness for them, of sitting by the open fire in the kitchen chatting to Cookie as she prepared yet another meal for the family. She spoke of ‘taking the waters’ on their annual holidays in the spa towns of eastern Europe, and of travelling in the dickey of the family Buick with their new chauffeur, Penfold, leading the fleet of cars that carried the luggage and the rest of the family. She spoke of riding side-saddle along Rotten Row in the mornings, and language-learning in the afternoons; of being escorted to balls by earnest suitors, a chaperone close by to keep an eye on her; of family boxes at the theatre.
         
 
         Taken to see Ivor Novello perform in a musical comedy, by his mother, Mrs Novello Davies, a family friend, Maeve left the theatre in love for the first time. Returning to boarding school and refusing to eat, she was carted off to a specialist by a concerned nun, but never revealed the cause of her emaciated frame to the doctor, who recommended, with great sensitivity, she have her tonsils removed.
 
         I had never met my maternal grandparents, so was quite unprepared for what I heard. I saw my parents only as themselves, attached to no one but us. My mother spoke of her past life in a calm, flat tone, as though incredulous that once upon a time she had lived like this. The days she described so vividly were so far removed from the life we led as to be almost unimaginable. I lay there in silence, willing her on, wanting nothing to interrupt her outpouring. It was as though she were remembering for herself, as if she needed to believe that this short period had really happened, and to exorcise a pain she had harboured all these years.
 
         She was the youngest and prettiest of six children, and her doctor father worshipped his youngest child, who had inherited his brains and good looks. But Maeve was desperately hurt by the disparity in the way he treated her and her mother, Matty. Born with neither good looks nor great intelligence, Matty had a sweetness crushed and belittled at every turn. Her attraction lay in the enormous wealth she inherited from her newspaper-magnate grandfather, Henry Lascelles-Carr, owner of the Western Mail and the News of the World. Maeve spoke of her mother’s tinkling laugh, her slender wrists and ankles, her affectionate and playful disposition. She spoke of her immense love for her mother, and mixed feelings of admiration and antipathy for her clever, enigmatic and sentimental Irish father. She described herself sitting stiffly on his lap as he played ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘The Wearing of the Green’ on the piano with tears streaming down his face, and she spoke of her ambivalence to his tears. She wanted her father to recognise the small daily hurts he inflicted on his wife, who brushed the moff with the pretence that she hadn’t even noticed. She spoke of the comfort of her nightly prayers; how, as a small child, she would kneel by her bed, praying that she might contract a fatal illness, so her parents would be forced to sit by her side and, as she lay dying, would be reunited by a common love for their child. She imagined their eyes meeting as her father suddenly understood that it was his wife he had loved all along. As I listened, it was clear she felt disloyal and angry with herself for having admired her father, but that, despite herself, she did.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            A Winter Wedding

         
 
         Our photograph albums sat in a decrepit pyramid that I occasionally looked at as a child, but scrutinised with more intensity as the years went by. The black and white photographs are largely unposed, and all have a strangely ethereal quality to them. They begin with pictures of Mervyn as a young boy in China and end in the Priory Hospital fifty-six years later. One picture shows him as a ten-year-old cub scout. It always seemed so odd somehow, so hard to imagine him dib-dibbing and bob-a-jobbing in such a remote landscape. Back straight, hands in pockets, his left foot is placed way in front of his right, as though making sure that at least one of his feet was planted firmly on the ground. He has a sensitive, intelligent face and is so handsome that, as a seven-year-old girl, I would look at this photograph, hoping one day to have a cub-scout boyfriend as handsome as he was.
         
 
         There is only one picture of my mother as a child, and I would gaze at it sometimes for its peculiarly old-fashioned quality. A tiny girl with a Louise Brooks bob wears a very short, white lace dress, the legs that hold her body upright as skinny as two matchsticks. She is dwarfed by a gigantic doll’s pram. Her miniature face in profile, she clasps the handle of the pram as a stout nanny in full, ankle-length uniform watches over her. As the story of her childhood unfolded that evening, so the picture confirmed the differences between my parents’ early lives. The ease of the poses captured in China could have been taken today; the lone picture of Maeve seemed from another century. Time moves on as the pages turn, but the mood remains the same, a light-hearted, illusory mood that seems almost timeless. Images of Mervyn clasping a branch above his head like the enormous antlers of a deer, now full face, now profile, the same branch, but held differently. In some his eyes are closed, in others, open, but in every frame he looks at one with the antlers, as though they are growing from him. Other photographs from the same day have him lying languorously in the branches of a tall oak tree, as if that’s where he belongs.
         
 
         The wedding photographs are the only formal images that the albums contain. Two stiff, uncomfortable young people stare nervously at the camera, as though aching to peel off their clothes and run away – from everyone: guests, family, attention. Neither had wanted any fuss, but had been worn down by family pressure to marry where generations of Gilmores had married – St James’s, Spanish Place, in the heart of London’s West End. Mervyn dressed for the first and last time in a morning suit, black leather shoes gleaming in the winter air, gloves and top hat clasped tightly to his chest. Maeve is in oyster-coloured velvet. The dress still hangs in my wardrobe, the velvet as soft as on the day she married, the seventeen-inch waist measured and corroborated to quell my disbelief.
         
 
         Physically, Mervyn and Maeve were very different, and if you didn’t know them well, their temperaments could seem very different, too. Mervyn was a flamboyant, confident man, at home in any surroundings in which he found himself, and with the combination of his Welsh mother’s dark, brooding looks and English father’s height, he cut a striking figure. His hair, worn much longer than was usual for the time, his unconventional and colourful clothes, together with the gold, hooped earrings he wore in both ears, made him one of the well-known figures in Soho and Fitzrovia in the thirties. His looks may have been brooding but his temperament was anything but. He was flirtatious and good fun, with an earthy sense of humour and a twinkle in his eye.
         
 
         In stature and colouring my mother was his exact opposite. She was pale, fair and extremely slight and, unlike Mervyn, she was nervy, and desperately shy. She also dressed in a highly individual way for the times, with red espadrilles that tied all the way up her legs, skin tight Chinese dresses with high collars and gashes on either side, and fitted tweed hunting jackets worn over floor-length cotton skirts. Gigantic drop earrings hung from her ears and huge Spanish combs held up her hair but, apart from the unconventionality of her dress, she had none of the natural ease of my father. Yet her sense of humour was as quick and just as abstract as his. In Mervyn, she saw the poet she had always dreamed of; in Maeve, he saw everything a poet could ever want. Diana Gardner, a former student of Mervyn’s at the Westminster School of Art, recalled them at this time. ‘He gave off a sense of sentient vitality, as if he lived a “little extra”, and his senses were also a “little extra”. Here was the perfect Byronic romantic figure – jet black hair bursting upwards from a high forehead and a long narrow face in which were embedded bright blue eyes and sharply cut incisions in either side of a full, yet narrow and sensitive mouth. It is probably now quite obvious that the female students found him irresistible for, apart from his fascinating looks, he always seemed, while sitting beside any one of them, teaching, to be wholly interested in that one alone. It was apparent that he liked women, although he was also popular with the male teachers and students.
         
 
         ‘Mervyn mentioned almost in passing that he was going to be married in two months’ time – and this was proffered by someone who had been accepted as a kind of perpetual Don Juan!’ Diana remembered. ‘It was an equal surprise to hear that the woman chosen was also a student at the Westminster – but not known to anyone in the life class because she worked quietly downstairs in Eric Shilsky’s sculpture class.’ 

         During a break, Diana and other students went to the sculpture room to be introduced to Maeve by a diffident Mervyn. Maeve had ‘her gold hair scraped back into a knot and pinned, and with two-inch gold rings hanging from small ear lobes, she could be recognised as an artist’s archetypal human being: someone from a Florentine painting’.
 
         It went without saying that Maeve Gilmore would marry well, and she did marry well, but in a wildly different way from what her parents expected or hoped for. Although irresistible to Maeve, Mervyn was anything but irresistible to her parents. Frightened by the intensity of their daughter’s passion for a man who was never going to make any money, she was sent to Germany to learn the language and, if all went to plan, forget this impoverished artist. A life of ‘making do’ wasn’t what they had in mind for their youngest and most beautiful child and, after a while, with a few hundred miles between them, she would, they were sure, forget.
         
 
         For six months she lived in a castle owned by a cheerful widow, Baroness Von Norbeck, travelling back and forth to Bonn every day for her art classes. While there, she witnessed Hitler speaking at a parade, and never forgot the terrifying magnetism he held over the crowd. Maeve and Mervyn wrote every day of those painful months spent apart (the letters were destroyed during the war when a bomb hit her parents’ new house in Chelsea Square) and when Maeve returned home, she refused to consider marrying anyone else – ever. She would become a nun, live in a closed-order convent and bid farewell to everything and everyone if the answer was no. Her adoring parents eventually gave in. Mervyn’s lack of money and address (a warehouse in Hester Road, Battersea) and his bohemian ways couldn’t disguise his lovely nature and passionately focused approach to work, and it wasn’t long before they became very fond of their prospective son-in-law.
         
 
         For all the differences in their upbringings – Maeve’s spoilt and sophisticated, Mervyn’s modest and unique –my parents were alike. They were made of the same stuff, and on 1 December 1937, Miss Maeve Patricia Mary Theresa Gilmore married Mr Mervyn Laurence Peake.
 
         They moved to Primrose Mansions, to a flat overlooking Battersea Park, where my nineteen-year-old mother described herself at this time as knowing nothing of anything – cooking, cleaning, conversation, life. There was no one alive more boring than her, she said. Mervyn, by now making quite a name for himself, was proudly introducing his new bride to a very different world. At first, intimidated by the people she met, people she knew by reputation, she was painfully shy. But the first and, at the time, most famous poet she was introduced to, Walter de la Mare, immediately put her at her ease with his gentle, friendly manner. He had invited Mervyn to tea at his house in the country so he and his wife could meet Maeve. And slowly, through her husband’s belief in her, she began to acquire a quiet self-confidence that was to remain with her for the rest of her life.
         
 
         In 1938 they moved from Battersea to Maida Vale, where they painted side by side on two floors of a rented house, living on the money they earned by selling their pictures and with some help from Maeve’s parents. Patricia Herington, a neighbour in Randolph Avenue, remembered those days:
 
         
            Our back gates opened on to a large communal garden. One afternoon my mother washed my hair, gave me a clean frock and sent me out there. I didn’t yet know the neighbouring children. One or two spoke tome and told me there was to be a party. I suppose my mother knew and hoped I might get scooped up and included. That didn’t happen. All the children disappeared and I stayed on my bench feeling left out and too ashamed to go home. Your parents saw me from the window and came down to rescue me. Once upstairs, they gave me strawberries and ice cream. The afternoon changed colour. These two wonderful beings liked me. And Mervyn –my exciting artist friend – had chosen to paint me and not one of the other children. A tiny incident but of enormous importance to that little girl who was me. You see how kind your parents were.
 
            Their flat was a delight – especially to a child. There was something lovely to look at wherever you turned. Your father painted vines, flowers and birds all over the doors and on one a life-sized portrait of your beautiful mother with her long blonde hair, dressed, I now realise as a nymph. Because I was keen to become an artist, Mervyn made me up a little sketchbook. At the time I was in my Dutch phase and obsessed with producing pictures of little girls in fly-away bonnets, boys in baggy trousers and bowls of stiff tulips. With patience and understanding he got me to look at the world around me as well as the one within. As we studied a geranium together, he persuaded me to try and copy the stems and explained that it was the life moving through the plant which twisted its shape in different ways. He said although it was still, in its pot, you could imagine it dancing. In September of that year, war was declared and very soon afterwards we were all dispersed. Two special people who made me feel cherished and safe went out of my life, though not out of my memory.
            

         
 
         With the war approaching, Mervyn and Maeve decided to pack up and move again, this time to the country. They rented a small, damp house in Warningcamp, Sussex, a mile from Burpham, where Doc and Bessie had retired, and awaited my father’s call-up papers and the birth of their first child, my brother Sebastian.
 
         Among the letters I inherited from my mother when she died were several from Mervyn to his mother-in-law. Most mentioned socks. 
         
 
         
            November 1939
 
            Dear Mrs Gilmore,
 
            How can I tell you how much I admire and appreciate my pink socks? ‘Pink’ is a feeble word for the colours that distil about my ankles, which are getting more and more spoiled. They are really lovely (my socks, not my ankles) and with the tie Ruth [Maeve’s sister] has made for me, I feel quite ‘set up’ aesthetically. Not only from the decorative standpoint, but functionally, they are perfect. In actual fact, they fit me better than any I have ever had, the heel sliding beautifully on and gripping on my own heel resiliently and firmly.
 
            I admire your craftsmanship. The cigarettes have been, as I’m sure you know from past experience of my nicotine habit, very much appreciated, too. I am smoking one at this moment.
            
 
            It will be very nice if you can manage to get along this way when the baby is born. Maeve is feeling pretty rotten these days and is longing for the suspense to be over. It has been most kind of you to help her so much with your very necessary and beautiful gifts for the baby, many of which have taken you and Ruth many hours of work. Your generosity in regard to the nursing home has been an invaluable help and kindness. My own resources are practically nil, as the Westminster, though open, is working with a skeleton staff. I hope it will put on a few muscles one day. Selling a few pictures here and there doesn’t really make much difference, and I only appreciate the teaching work I had now that I’ve lost it. It is possible that I will be appointed as a war artist as Kenneth Clarke, who is director of the N. Gallery, is chairman of the committee which the Ministry of Information has set up, and who will choose the artists. But one never knows how long one has to wait. I am also being kept waiting by publishers from whom I may get commissions to illustrate some classics.
            
 
            However, I suppose things will recover. I did not mean this letter to contain any allusions to the seamy-er side of life, but rather to impress upon you my very sincerest wishes for Christmas and 1940.
 
            With love from Mervyn.

         
 
         Sapper Peake, Gunner 1597577, was called up on 29 July 1940. ‘Get your hair cut, you look like a bloody poet,’ said the sergeant at his first parade. Mervyn was a willing but hopelessly inept soldier, bored rigid by the pettiness of army life, but he got on well with his comrades, whom he drew at every opportunity. Despite a letter from Augustus John to the War Office, recommending ‘Mr Mervyn Peake as a draughtsman of great distinction, who might be most suitably employed in war records’, and despite John’s letter to Mervyn, remarking that ‘so far one has seen little but the comic side of warfare treated by alleged draughtsmen. You, like Goya, are interested in the serious’, his longing to be of what he considered ‘real use’ during the war never happened. Instead, he was a driving instructor (with no driving licence and no knowledge of engines) and a cookhouse orderly. It was a dreadful waste of talent and an enormous disappointment to Mervyn. ‘If they put the wrong people in the wrong jobs at the bum-end of the army, they probably do at the scalp end,’ he wrote to his friend Gordon Smith.
 
         It was at this time that he began writing Titus Groan, the first book in the Gormenghast trilogy. Any free moment would be spent in the barracks writing in small red exercise pads and publishers’ dummies, which were then sent home to Maeve for safe-keeping. She would type them up and keep them by her at all times, saying that if a bomb should be making its way to Sussex, there were three essentials she would grab when making a dash for it – babies, nappies, manuscript. There were two babies now. Sebastian and Fabian. Fabian, delivered by Wendy in the Peter Pan nursing home in Rustington, had been born in April 1942 and, as Mervyn was moved around the country fulfilling his army duties, Maeve stayed in Sussex, looking after their two small sons.
         
 
         In May 1942 a telegram arrived informing Maeve that her husband had had a nervous breakdown. He was sent to the Military Hospital Neurosis Centre in Southport and, in 1943, was discharged from the army as surplus to requirements. During this time, he made a recorder from bamboo on which he learned to play ‘Plaisir d’amour’ and ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’, pieces my mother often played on the piano after my father died.
 
         He had so longed to contribute in a real way, and a few weeks after the war ended it seemed at last to be possible. Mervyn was commissioned by the Leader magazine to accompany Tom Pocock, a young journalist, to Germany where Tom would write as Mervyn drew, each depicting the aftermath of the war. Mervyn wrote to Maeve: ‘You know I will do all that is in me to do what was in our minds when we decided, through your insight, that it was for me to make records of what humanity suffered through war. I will not forget the reasons which prompted me to try and go to where people suffer. I will miss you desperately, but I will be proud to do something which we both believe in.’
         
 
         In his memoir, 1945: The Dawn Came Up Like Thunder, Tom Pocock describes their first meeting and subsequent trip:
         
 
         
            The Peakes were then living in a residential studio in Glebe Place off the King’s Road in Chelsea, but our first meetings were in another, which he rented for a few shillings a week in Trafalgar Studios, a gaunt block in Manresa Road. This was Bohemia as I had always imagined it: the enormous, high-ceilinged studio with its great, grimy window, stacked with canvases and reeking of oil paint and turpentine. Jars stuffed with brushes, a palette bright with abstract dabs and swirls of paint, and an open bottle of cheap sherry, were prominent details of décor. There was also, as expected, a beautiful girl in attendance. This was Maeve Gilmore, Mervyn’s wife, whose corn-coloured hair, wide-set eyes and air of content, made her seem to me the goddess Ceres incarnate.
 
            Mervyn Peake, then aged thirty-three, was a lean, slightly stooped man with black, sprouting hair and a narrow, deep-lined face in which dark, troubled eyes were set close. His manner was friendly, slightly diffident; gentle, but also masculine. One could sense that he had been an appallingly helpless soldier – he was reputed to have saluted with his left hand when he remembered to salute at all – and as our preparations progressed it became obvious that the little disciplines and formalities of military life, which I took for granted, were to him bewildering irrelevancies … but Mervyn was as professional and efficient in the assembling of his artist’s materials as he had been bemused by the logistics of our expedition. His dark sombre good looks and the deep-set troubled eyes might have belonged to a most forceful person but he was intensely gentle … a delightful and generous companion.
            

         
 
         The photograph album shows pictures of Mervyn in 1945, dressed in an army greatcoat, sitting on a pile of broken bricks in occupied Germany, or standing against a wall with crumbling, cratered buildings in the background, the ubiquitous cigarette in his mouth, pencil in hand, recording the awful destruction in a sketchbook.
 
         He wrote to Maeve from near Wiesbaden:
 
         
            Most dearly beloved-oh-my darling girl –
 
            What a terrific lot has happened since I wrote to you from Paris – yet I was in Paris this morning. I am now on the river near Wiesbaden, and tomorrow we are jeeping to Bonn.
 
            After the impression I have received here, of the way the Germans feel towards the Americans, and presumably towards the English too (we’re in an American zone at the moment) I don’t feel too keen on introducing myself to one.
 
            It is true that today a few peasants waved from the fields, and one or two oldish people bowed good morning and a few girls smiled hopefully, but in the main it would be impossible to believe were one not to see them. They are no more. They are relics. Terrible as the bombing of London was, it is absolutely nothing – nothing compared with this unutterable desolation. Imagine Chelsea in fragments with not one single house with any more than a few weird-shaped walls where it once stood, and you will get an idea in miniature of what Mannheim and Wiesbaden are like – yet these are the only two that we have seen, save for the broken streets of every small town we passed through on our jeep ride here today. The Ruhr, to which we are going tomorrow, is reputed to be the worst – but how could it be worse than what I’ve seen today.
            

         
 
         In June 1945, two months after the British Army liberated Belsen, Mervyn went to the concentration camp. The wooden huts the inmates had lived and died in had been razed to the ground, and those inmates still – barely – alive moved to the former SS tank barracks. He drew them, as one by one they died. That day was nothing in comparison to the suffering these people had experienced, but to be present at the death of a stranger, to witness the barbarity of what the Nazis left behind was to confront evil. I’m told that after a while he appeared to be as he had always been, but the experience had done something to him and was to haunt him forever. It was the catalyst for what was to come.
 
         Tom Pocock described how he had left Mervyn at the main gates of the camp one morning and promised to collect him there in the afternoon …
 
         
            When I returned to the gates of Belsen, Mervyn was waiting and climbed into the Humber staff car beside me. He had a sketch-pad in his hand and, as he turned its pages, I could see drawing after drawing of skeletal figures. On the last page, he had neatly written some verse and he asked me to read it. 
            

         
 
         The poem was expanded and later published in a collection  of Mervyn’s poetry, The Glassblowers:
         
 
         THE CONSUMPTIVE, BELSEN 1945
 
         
            
               If seeing her an hour before her last  
               
 
               Weak cough into all blackness I could yet  
               
 
               Be held by chalk-white walls, and by the great  
               
 
               Ash coloured bed,  
               
 
               And the pillows hardly creased  
               
 
               By the tapping of her little cough-jerked head –  
               
 
               If such can be a painter’s ecstasy,  
               
 
               (Her limbs like pipes, her head a china skull)  
               
 
               Then where is mercy?  
               
 
               And what 
               
 
                Is this my traffic? For my schooled eyes see 
               
 
                The ghost of a great painting, line and hue,  
               
 
               In this doomed girl of tallow? 
               
 
                O Jesus! Has the world so white a yellow  
               
 
               As lifts her head by but a breath from linen  
               
 
               In the congested yet empty world. 
               
 
                Of plaster, cotton and a little marl?  
               
 
               Than pallor what is there more terrible?  
               
 
               There lay the gall 
               
 
                Of that dead mouth of the world.  
               
 
               And at death’s centre a torn garden trembled 
               
 
                In which her eyes like great hearts of black water  
               
 
               Shone in their wells of bone,  
               
 
               Brimmed to the well-heads of the coughing girl,  
               
 
               Pleading through history in that white garden; 
               
 
                And very wild, upon the head’s cheekbones, 
               
 
               As on high ridges in an icy dew,
               
 
               Burned the sharp roses.
               

            
 
            
               Her agony slides through me: I am glass
               
 
               That grief can find no grip
               
 
               Save for a moment when the quivering lip
               
 
               And the coughing weaker than the broken wing
               
 
               That, fluttering, shakes the life from a small bird
               
 
               Caught me as in a nightmare? Nightmares pass
               
 
               The image blurs and the quick razor-edge
               
 
               Of anger dulls, and pity dulls. O God,
               
 
               That grief so glibly slides! The little badge
               
 
               On either cheek was gathered from her blood:
               
 
               Those coughs were her last words. They had no weight
               
 
               Save that through them was made articulate
               
 
               Earth’s desolation on the alien bed.
               
 
               Though I be glass, it shall not be betrayed,
               
 
               That last weak cough of her small, trembling head. 
               

            

         
 
         The girl was to haunt Mervyn for years to come.
 
         
             

         
 
         The dream-like photographs continue. Page after page of Maeve and Mervyn with Sebastian and Fabian, the four of them, the perfect unit, two young boys with two young parents, until I arrive seven years later to alter the dynamics – me, a fat, woollen-bonneted, nine-month-old baby, propped on the hide of Judy, our donkey, with no sign of anyone around to catch me if I topple; pictures of my smiling father, holding me on his shoulder, in his arms, above his head, by his side.
 
         Then come the pages of sadness, the pages I prefer to skip over. Photographs of my mother looking at my father  as though he were a small child she must constantly fret over, cling to, prop up. Mervyn looks ninety, Maeve fifty. They are in the grounds of the Priory Hospital, a few months before he is taken away to a place where he is cared for properly. Maeve is holding Mervyn’s hand. He looks at the camera. She stares at him, her eyes are defeated, she attempts a smile. The collars of their coats are turned up.  
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