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INTRODUCTION


A warning to readers





Anyone who supposes that Horace Walpole was, in any normal sense, a pleasant and acceptable person should consider the following comical anecdote which he included in a letter of 15 May 1752 to his friend, the British minister in Tuscany, Horace Mann:




A young Mr Winstanley happened to go into a coffee-house in the City, where some grave elders were talking over a terrible affair, that had just happened in the country, where a man broke into a house, ravished the mistress and killed the master. Winstanley said very coolly, ‘It was well it was no worse!’ The citizens stared, were shocked! An old alderman could not bear it, but cried ‘Zounds! Sir, what do you mean? What could be worse?’ ‘Why,’ replied t’other as coolly as before, ‘if he had murdered the wife, and buggered the husband’ – what would one give to have seen the faces of the company? Adieu.





If the two Horaces – they were distant cousins – found that humorous, then readers should be prepared for a certain moral register and standards.


Walpole wrote the greatest letter sequence of the eighteenth century; wrote more than four thousand letters to chosen friends like Mann, then retrieved as many as possible and edited them to reflect a history of his life and times. This produced an infinitely readable and quotable source for the activities of the English ruling classes over a period of four decades during which the first British Empire was created and lost. No subsequent social or political historian of the period has been able to ignore the treasure trove of anecdote and informed gossip which these letters represent. In addition, with an even more deliberate intention of influencing posterity, Walpole wrote memoirs of the reigns of George II and George III which virtually created that Whig interpretation of English history which later nineteenth-century historians would think they had invented.


No commentator, contemporary or subsequent, has ever quite trusted Horace Walpole as a source. He was a notably effeminate bachelor with a strong vein of malice in his writing; but if he had homosexual tendencies, he appeared to have been too fastidious ever to have given way to them. To compensate, he wrote a celebrated Gothic novella, The Castle of Otranto, built an even more famous Gothic castle–villa, Strawberry Hill at Twickenham, gave an impetus to the whole drive of the Gothic Revival and wrote a number of antiquarian tracts, scholarly and contentious, many of them printed on his own private printing-press.


And there, until the 1920s, Horace Walpole’s reputation survived: inescapable because he had been so helpfully prolix and so well-connected, the youngest son of Sir Robert Walpole, Britain’s longest-serving, though far from triumphalist, Prime Minister. But he remained an indeterminate figure, not quite a literary giant, a ranking historian or an architect; and there remained a tantalizing ambivalence as to his motivation – how precisely had he interacted within his own society?


Then there was a change.


At Farmington, a small town in Connecticut connected with Yale University, in a modest house built by one of Washington’s retired generals, an American scholar of great distinction – Wilmarth Sheldon Lewis – a man of eminently conventional sexual identity, made it his life’s work, beginning in 1924 and ending only with his death in 1979, to build up a library and a museum devoted to Horace Walpole. The collection Lewis made of manuscripts, letters, books and relics of his subject is awesomely comprehensive. Anyone who wishes to make a serious study of Walpole must go to Farmington.


Quite what attracted Wilmarth Lewis to a lifetime of Walpole scholarship is a fascinating question. Lewis was, from all accounts, happily married to a wife who shared his Walpole interests. He was a scholar in the fine gentlemanly sense of that term, born in 1897 and no natural rebel against the assumptions of his age. When he began his collections, he was bidding in a buyer’s market. Most collectors of belles-lettres were content to have one or two examples of the four thousand-odd surviving Horace letters. Lewis would only have been satisfied with them all. Travelling widely on this side of the Atlantic, he absorbed, like some scholarly chameleon, every sympathetic nuance of the English class system – the arcane assumptions of life in aristocratic country houses, the complexities of rank and the conventions of insular spelling. English lords with packets of Walpole papers lying in rarely opened library cupboards responded favourably to the breadth of his background knowledge and to his cheque-book. The war years and the economic winter of a Labour government, 1945–51, worked to the advantage of an experienced researcher. Today, much of what is significant that Horace Walpole committed to paper or published, together with charming oddments, pictures, prints, scraps of silk, busts, coins and curios from Horace’s enormous collection is at Farmington, generously accessible to serious scholars, all catalogued and ordered in a purpose-built, fireproof library behind the original eighteenth-century house.


Lewis’s master-work was the Yale Walpole – forty-eight volumes of Horace’s correspondence – a publication backed by a large committee of historians and literary men and women. With his eyesight failing, Lewis was still able to scan the typescript of the later volumes. The footnotes are a monument in themselves; virtually every obscure reference was explored to the ultimate, every line was checked against originals, earlier editors like the censorious Berry sisters were corrected, rude words were restored and whole passages printed for the first time. Wilmarth Lewis and Yale University earned the unstinted gratitude of all subsequent Walpole readers for the completeness of the collection and the scholarship which lies behind the text. This book could not have been written without the revealing accessibility of the Yale edition.


Whether Wilmarth Lewis was prepared to take in all the implications revealed by that brilliant accessibility, an openness beyond anything Walpole himself intended, is another matter. Walpole censored his own letters rigorously. Lewis in the Yale volumes censored nothing, but may have been less than happy at what he had exposed. No one has ever known nor probably ever will gather so much accurate information about the letter-writer and his circle, yet Lewis never wrote Horace Walpole’s biography though uniquely qualified to do so. In a preface to a volume of delightful essays on Walpole, Lewis wrote evasively:




Over thirty years ago, I started off bravely to write his biography. As I wrote it I asked myself, why should I try to say what he himself has said so much better? I began quoting more and more from him until I had a mere scrapbook of the facts of his life and amusing passages from his letters. Fortunately, I gave it up.





Now that this book is completed I understand his reaction. Walpole is as commanding a figure in English literature as Proust is in French, and even more difficult to absorb. Proust neither intrigued in French politics nor built a house that influenced the development of his country’s architecture. Walpole did both but, rather than searching after times past, he caught his present times as they were passing. As Lewis admitted, there was a need for a ‘Life’: ‘in the thirties Mr Ketton-Cremer came twice to Farmington for several months and wrote the biography that makes, I think, another full account of Walpole’s life unnecessary.’ But in his 1940 preface, Wyndham Ketton-Cremer still wrote, ‘It is my hope that Mr Lewis, when he has concluded his edition of Walpole’s correspondence, will write his final and definitive biography.’ That was not to be and I am sure Lewis never wrote that definitive study because he knew too much about his literary hero and did not like or wish to pass on all that he knew. Wilmarth Lewis ‘understood’ Horace Walpole. It is inescapable from the forty-eight volumes that Horace was, in so far as openness was acceptable in his time, a homosexual who consorted with other homosexuals and bisexuals of his class. Writing in his introduction to the Yale volumes in 1960, five years perhaps before the sexual revolution, Lewis slides out of the dilemma: 




The present age wants to know what evidence there may be of homosexuality in the subjects of biography. The modern reader whose suspicions are easily aroused may misinterpret a few of Walpole’s early letters and those of his friends, not realizing that eighteenth-century men expressed themselves and acted with what seems to us today unmanly abandon … but a handful of letters written in extravagant high spirits in the manner of the time are not proof of it, and none has come to light. The verse written by a friend at Cambridge, who described him as ‘untossed by passion’, is a description that fits him throughout his life if one means, as the writer did mean, sexual passion.





The ‘few’ early letters to which Lewis was probably referring were the twenty-five intimate, sometimes passionate and, on one occasion, sexually explicit letters which Walpole wrote to Henry Fiennes-Clinton, 9th Earl of Lincoln and which he was never able to retrieve. Lewis was uneasy about Lincoln. He described him as ‘the amorous young man’ and admitted that there was ‘in Walpole’s letters to him an effusiveness, an obsequiousness, that does not appear to anything like the same degree elsewhere’. He also knew of their familiarity at Eton, but drew no further conclusions.


No one expects scholarship to be pure. Lewis was obsessed by Horace Walpole; he came over the years to admire him and, in so far as the dead can be loved, to love him. But being born a Protestant in the nineteenth century and writing in New England, Lewis carried a cluster of moral certainties that made him disapprove of homosexuals. To that extent his scholarship was flawed and he probably made certain that Wyndham Ketton-Cremer’s Horace Walpole was flawed in exactly the same way. ‘Above all,’ Ketton-Cremer wrote, ‘I have had the benefit of Mr Lewis’s criticism and advice, and lately of his revision of the completed manuscript of my book.’


As a result of that ‘criticism and advice’, Ketton-Cremer produced what has since become the standard biography of Horace Walpole, a bright and crowded canvas. Ketton-Cremer was, like Lewis, a ‘Georgian’ in the polite twentieth-century sense of that term and his book has those ‘Georgian’ limitations. He chose to confine Horace and his friends within certain acceptable limits of wit, elegance and sensibility: virtually the world of Jane Austen projected back a few decades and almost as morally circumspect as an Austen parsonage.


The next approach to Horace carried this escapist line even further into the predictable environment of country dances, bons mots and tinkling laughter. This was Brian Fothergill’s The Strawberry Hill Set, a delightful book which nevertheless deflects its reader’s attention away from Horace to a selection of his entertaining friends, leaving him to be revealed only in their safe, reflected light.


Whilst valuing these earlier studies, I have altered the focus, unkindly, some might say, to concentrate on the man himself; his friends, eccentric, sophisticated and multiple, have become secondary. This is not another book on Georgian society or an Age of Enlightenment; it aims at what I believe to have been the man and his motivations.


When that has been made clear there remains a further obstacle to a true assessment of Horace Walpole raised by modern political correctness. It is obviously relevant to the style, stance and judgement of a writer, particularly a writer widely used as an historical source for his times, if he was a homosexual. But ‘homosexual’ in itself is a dangerously imprecise term. Homosexual love and hate take as many different forms and expressions, generosities and perversions, as heterosexual passions. Horace waded deep in contemporary politics and aesthetics. He slept with the enemy, literally, and was not immune to the prejudices that stem from sexual failures and embarrassments. He was a sexual outsider and because of this he was also an aesthetic outsider, and a potent rebel in the heart of a nation’s establishment.


So Walpole’s sexual nature will be included in this study, not in any sense of moral shock or horror nor with any bias of sexual approval. Some of his adventures were amusing, some were devious and spiteful, some were richly creative in a stylistic sense; but in all his writings and responses to life, his proclivities were relevant, and it will be helpful if both biographer and reader remain open-minded and alert.


Everyone has prejudices, biases and viewpoints, biographers as much as their subjects, so let me state mine now. I am an architectural historian but, with interests in fine arts and literature, no more disposed to relate to Horace’s building activities than to his gloriously overwhelming literary leavings. If readers suspect that a writer like myself, happily married to a second wife and the experienced father of a school-age son, has no business analysing the subtleties of homosexual attitudes in the eighteenth century, then they are probably unaware how much homosexual activity and internecine conflict is commonplace in the world of architectural historians. My profession has been a perfect preparation, and this I report in no spirit of complaint, for the Strawberry Hill set. If Horace behaved often in ways that would be described today as ‘camp’ and some of his friends acted like ‘screaming queens’, this needs to be said; the ‘gay’ world is anything but politically correct in private. The enchanted castle of Strawberry Hill should be conceived of not only as an exercise in public relations, but as a large Gothick ‘closet’ to which Horace Walpole could sometimes retire when he wished to express his true persona with intimate friends. ‘The weather grows fine,’ he wrote to Richard Bentley, ‘and I have resumed little flights to Strawberry. I carried G. Montagu thither, who was in raptures, and screamed, and whooped, and hollaed, and danced, and crossed himself a thousand times over.’ George Hardinge, writing as a disapproving outsider, came near to the truth when he remarked, ‘There was a degree of quaintness in Mr Walpole’s wit, but it was not unbecoming in him for it seemed a part of his nature. Some of his friends were as effeminate in appearance and in manner as himself and were as witty. Of these I remember two, Mr Chute and Mr George Montagu. But others had effeminacy alone to recommend them.’


Horace’s life was a case of privacy turned inside out. His taste as expressed in Strawberry Hill was one of a deliberate rebel counterculture. He was proud of it and turned his retreat into a public showplace. He was delighted by his own identity and concerned, like a public relations expert, to communicate it to us down the years, but in a form carefully censored to conceal any overtly homosexual implications. It will appear from the following chapters that Horace Walpole was one of the most successful deviant infiltrators that the English establishment has ever produced.



















CHAPTER ONE


The first clear object of his wishes





Horace Walpole’s childhood, those years before he went, aged nine-and-a-half, to Eton, are unrecorded. No contemporaries noted the youngest child of the most influential politician in the country because he was out of the public eye. In eighteenth-century terms, his parents were divorced: separated by mutual consent but making no emotional or legal fuss over their disengagement. The effect on their last son was to leave him architecturally underprivileged. Sir Robert was pouring his money into a Palladian palace, Houghton, the family seat of the Walpoles on the barren heaths of the Norfolk coast, and into Richmond Lodge in Richmond Park just up the Thames from London. He did not own the Lodge but still spent £14,000 on it as deputy to his eldest son who was officially the Ranger of the park. Houghton could have given Horace a familiarity with classical grandeur, orderly proportions and conventional taste, but when his father entertained his Norfolk friends in lavish house parties at Houghton or hunted with the king at Richmond, the hostess was his mistress, Maria Skerrett, not his wife Catherine, so both houses were morally and socially out-of-bounds to Horace.


Instead he was brought up in plain London town houses – 10 Downing Street, Arlington Street and a slightly more rural house in the stable-yard of the Royal Hospital at Chelsea. The Hospital is, admittedly, an impressive brick palace by Christopher Wren, but in function it is only a dormitory for old soldiers and its stable-yard was not the most distinguished of addresses. Sir Robert was an indulgent father, but he had two other sons, sixteen and eleven years older than Horace, and on them his hopes for the family succession rested. Horace’s mother had lost two daughters by the common illnesses of childhood. Horace himself was a frail, undersized child who, as he later wrote, ‘so engrossed the attention of my mother that compassion and tenderness soon became extreme fondness’. So he was reared almost as the only child of a single parent family, but always with the comfortable awareness of the Walpole wealth and the awesome prestige of his father’s position.


One of the rare personal anecdotes from these years that he recalled in later life is malicious, humorous and snobbish. In extreme old age and half-blind, the Duchess of Tyrconnel, a onetime supporter of King James II, called on his mother to ask for financial help. Looking out of the window onto the blank wall of a yard, the poor old soul congratulated her hostess on the beauty of her garden. Would such pathos and irony have been appreciated by the average small boy? Or was it rather the first instance of a quite unusual relish for the frailties of the human condition, especially when the human involved had a title and a past?


It is always assumed that Horace doted on his mother and that she doted on him. Nevertheless, she was ready to put him out a little into the world even before he went to Eton, sending him to live with his Townshend cousins and their tutor at Bexley in Kent when he was eight. William Cole, older than Horace and already three years at Eton, was brought in during school holidays to share drawing lessons from Bernard Lens, so he was not a particularly sheltered child. Indeed he never gives the impression of having the need of a careful upbringing, for all his poor health and feeble physique. An inner toughness and a social consequence as a son of Sir Robert seem to have carried him happily through years that could have been fraught with bullying.


He had been at Eton less than a month, at the end of May 1727, when he brought off a social coup that is likely to have shaken and subdued any older boys at the school who might have been inclined to take out on him the sins of his father. Horace expressed a wish to have a private audience with King George I. Writing years later, he pretended that ‘female attendants in the family’ put the idea into his head, but it was an obvious master-stroke of defensive tactics in his new environment. One evening, soon after he had made his request, he was brought to St James’s Palace and introduced to the amusing cartoon cast of German women who kept the old king reasonably happy in a strange land. Melusina von der Schulenburg ushered him into a royal ante-room, the nine-year-old kissed hands and exchanged, or so he later claimed, a few words with a king who spoke little or no English. And that was that. Etonians could take note. A fortnight later, King George died of a stroke on his way back home to Hanover, but Horace had a social scalp safely tucked away.


*


To appreciate the visual impact of Eton on a small, self-satisfied little boy from Chelsea, it is rewarding to walk the Thames towpath, across the river from the College, in early spring before the tourists are afoot. The river of water and the river of history flow together there inescapably. Across the Thames, beyond the flowering may and the fresh willow leaves, the white stone pinnacles of the College chapel rise above a pleasant huddle of cloister yards and ranges, human in scale, of mellow brick. On the near side of the river Windsor Castle rears up on a steep hill with a long confusion of towers and state apartments above hanging woods. Two cathedral-sized royal chapels stand almost within catapult-shot of each other. The whole setting is Gothic, Picturesque and Romantic, not ordered or classical; the past is made visible in an emotionally appealing nursery for youth of the élite.


To the young Walpole, it was paradise achieved and the College buildings were the ideal form of Eden – asymmetrical, jumbled, a place of dark corners and sudden courts, a male world and his ‘mimic republic’. Mooning nostalgically about the place only a year after he had lost it, he claimed hyperbolically to George Montagu: ‘Alexander at the head of the world never tasted the true pleasure that boys of his own age have enjoyed at the head of a school’. And what were those ‘true pleasures’? Montagu, though four years his senior, had been a friend at Eton and was to remain for many years the recipient of some of his most intimate letters. Possibly Horace had been his fag, so the two would be frank with each other. Ketton-Cremer, guided as he wrote his biography by Wilmarth Lewis, was not. Quoting from this important letter, he actually cut out the key passage from Horace’s appreciation of his school, leaving only a row of dots. What, according to Horace, made Eton a time of true pleasures for boys, was that it provided ‘the season when they first felt the titillation of love, the budding passions and the first clear object of their wishes’.


That clear recollection of schoolboy crushes may have offended puritanical scholarship, hence the row of dots. But the letter continued in an allusive pastoral vein, one natural enough to someone who had recently been a sixth-former translating, in a standard Eton exercise of familiarity with the classics, the doubtful loves of Virgil’s shepherd boys and Quintus Horatius Flaccus’s bisexual passions for young athletes. ‘Dear George,’ it continued, ‘were not the playing-fields at Eton food for all manner of flights? At first I was contented with tending a visionary flock and sighing some pastoral name to the echo of the cascade under the bridge.’ These were not the usual associations of the playing-fields of Eton, but Horace made no apology for having been ‘never quite a schoolboy,’ nor is there any mystery about those pastoral names over which he sighed. Horace was ‘Celadon’, Thomas Gray was ‘Orazmades’, Richard West was ‘Favonius’ or sometimes ‘Zephiron’, and Thomas Ashton was ‘Almanzor’. Years after they had left Eton behind them, these precious four of the ‘Quadruple Alliance’ as they called themselves were still using these pastoral names when they wrote to each other. Scorning ‘a match at cricket’ or ‘an expedition against bargemen’ – punch-ups with the locals – the effete foursome discussed classical poetry with each other ‘in Egeria’s hallowed grove’, some private corner of the school grounds, Eton’s equivalent of ‘behind the bicycle sheds’. Though Horace does admit obscurely, ‘I was sometimes troubled with a rough creature or two from the plow.’ Agars Plough was a farm across the road from the school and its young labourers would not have known when they threw clods at him that the small schoolboy with a mincing bird-like walk was the great Sir Robert’s son.


Horace’s friends at Eton are usually described as formalized into two groups: the ‘Quadruple Alliance’ named above and the ‘Triumvirate’ of Horace, Montagu and Charles Lyttelton, but these groupings exclude both his first cousin and closest friend, Henry Conway, and his ‘intimate’, Lord Lincoln. Of the rest, only Gray of the ‘Alliance’ and Montagu of the ‘Triumvirate’ went on to play significant roles in Horace’s maturity. Lyttelton became an antiquary and eventually Bishop of Carlisle, but he remained always on the periphery of Horace’s acquaintance. There were two other Etonians, Richard Edgcumbe and George Selwyn, in another group, the ‘Out of Town Party’, but this was formed later as a dining club. Both Edgcumbe and Selwyn were professional libertines, Edgcumbe an amateur artist and a depressive, infatuated with prostitutes, and Selwyn a waster who gambled with his friends’ money, profaned the sacrament in Oxford and made a hobby of attending executions. Selwyn had been Lord Lincoln’s closest friend at Eton and was, curiously, Wilmarth Lewis’s favourite among the more raffish members of Horace’s circle. ‘Frivolous, undependable, cynical, the wit of wits, he remained a good friend,’ Lewis wrote, and then quoted Horace’s ‘few knew him so well, and consequently few knew so well the goodness of his heart and nature’. Contemporaries accused Selwyn of ‘sentimental sodomy’ on account of his close, platonic friendship with Lord March.


It was with the members of the ‘Quadruple Alliance’ that Horace was most closely engaged in the years immediately after leaving Eton, and what emerges from their correspondence is that the College had been a very happy and successful educational environment. Its ex-pupils loved what they had learnt, they liked or loved each other and they continued to express that affection through the same passages of wit and classical reference that had been standard class-room practice. Before they graduated to those morning exercises when sixth-formers had to turn Homer’s Greek into correct Latin in front of a critical audience of fifth-formers, they had regularly imitated Martial’s terse epigrammatic put-downs of Roman society with their own neat Latin jokes about their contemporary world. An anonymous example, aimed at Horace’s father, has survived: 








   Sapere est fari


si sapiant taceant alii, Walpole diserte


nunquam si sapias tu tacuisse velis







   To know is to speak.


Others, when they know, are silent; you, oh learned Walpole,


When you know, always wish to speak











and the pattern was hard to throw off. Echoes of modern satire: a Roman Private Eye, a stab of wit revolving around dry antithesis, recur often in Horace’s and George Montagu’s letters. The classics taught well can shape the linguistic patterns of native English and at Eton at that time the classics were taught very well indeed.


Throughout Horace’s stay, the under-master was Francis Goode, ‘a most easy and good-tempered man … much beloved by his scholars’ who had anticipated the modern belief that education can be fun. Because of his ‘easy and pleasant way of instilling his instructions’, his boys ‘seemed rather to be entertaining themselves with their familiars than at school while he was explaining Ovid or Terence to them’. This clearly brilliant teaching must explain why all four members of the ‘Quadruple Alliance’ went up to university with vague notions of becoming poets on their own account, regardless of the fact that they were now studying law, theology, mathematics, natural sciences or astronomy. Their letters overflow with Latin and English verse and with serious analysis of the nature of the poetic impulse. One of the four did eventually become the first English poet of his century to make a major lyrical escape from the deadening habit of the heroic couplet, so not all their earnest self-importance was in vain.


Curiously, since Horace Walpole was later to develop into an unusually sharp critic of contemporary follies, there is no mention in his letters of the chaos, bad discipline and sharply declining numbers that Eton actually experienced while he was there. Horace had arrived in Henry Bland’s last year as headmaster, a man ‘of a becoming gravity, allayed with a sweetness and amiableness of temper peculiar to himself, having a continual smile upon his countenance’. This benign Buddha was succeeded in 1728 by William George, soon nicknamed ‘Dionysius the Tyrant’, who was ‘not only foolish, but proud, ill-mannerly and brutal’. In George’s second year there was a rebellion, ‘the whole government of the school in a state of anarchy’, with the Head’s reactions to the riot ‘so weak as to invite another’. He was a pedantic misogynist whose response when a young lady quoted Latin verse in front of him was:




Madam, if you were in the lowest form of the Upper school I should lay you upon our block for that recitation, which contains in three lines two false quantities and the same number of concords equally false.





His pompous buffoonery in a class-room was so entertaining that Frederick, Prince of Wales, is supposed to have been smuggled in to witness it. Once a year it was an Eton custom to release a ram in the grounds for the boys to chase and bludgeon to death with clubs, an amusement the young Duke of Cumberland, a future hero of Culloden, enjoyed. But one year, during William George’s headship, the ram escaped across the river and was battered down bloodily in the streets of Windsor. To avoid any repetition of this scandal, George ordered that all future rams should be hamstrung so that they would not run too fast or too far. Not surprisingly, in the first three years of his bizarre rule Eton’s numbers shrank from 370 boys to 212, so the school was not only Gothic for the young Walpole in its architectural setting, but Gothic in its wild mood and behaviour. Possibly, since he never commented critically upon the disorder, he enjoyed it. Horace speaks appreciatively of ‘little intrigues, little schemes, and policies’. His only reaction to the appalling ram-bashing was a typical antiquary’s footnote that the custom had come to the College from a Norfolk parish which had been a fifteenth-century endowment confiscated from the alien priory of Bec in Normandy.


*


Horace developed his strong and enduring homosexual attachment to the Earl of Lincoln, subsequently 2nd Duke of Newcastle, while still at Eton. Many years later, Horace admitted to Horace Mann that ‘The Duke [as Lincoln had then become] and I have been intimate from our school-hood’. In the light of Horace’s subsequent devious contriving, the relationship probably began when Horace, three years older than the Earl, had the glamour of a sixth-former about him and Lincoln was still in the fourth form. The link would have been temptingly symmetrical to a boy of Horace’s political awareness and sexual disposition. His father, Sir Robert Walpole, had for years depended upon the wealth and rotten boroughs of the Duke of Newcastle for his control of the House of Commons. Newcastle was the uncle and guardian of the orphan Earl of Lincoln, who was eventually to succeed to some of his rotten boroughs and to his dukedom. His uncle had changed the title, with royal consent, from that of Newcastle-upon-Tyne to Newcastle-under-Lyme, expressly in order for his nephew to inherit a new title. What more satisfying prospect could there be for Horace than to establish on his own account a sexual relationship parallel to his father’s strictly political alliance? There would have been the additional bonus of the Earl’s striking good looks. A manipulative charmer, dark-haired, well-built and always ready to strip down to his breeches for a sporting contest, he would be described in a few short years by George II as ‘the handsomest man in England’. To Horace, always inclined to confuse affection, physicality and politics, he could have seemed very attractive on those playing-fields.


Lincoln had a private tutor at Eton, the Revd John Hume, later Bishop of Bristol, then of Oxford and finally Salisbury, who wrote regular reports on his charge to the Duke. Hume was to follow the Earl in the same capacity to Newcastle’s old Cambridge college, Clare, where he continued his reports. When the Earl went on to complete his education on the Continent, at Dijon and Turin, another tutor, Joseph Spence, the Oxford Professor of Poetry, took over, still reporting regularly to a concerned, interfering but genuinely affectionate guardian.


There is an intriguing consistency in these reports, though they were written by two different tutors and over a period of eight years. It is apparent that the tutors were putty in the hands of the wilful, charming young man they were supposed to be controlling. From Eton to Turin, they made excuses for him and the equally malleable Duke absorbed those excuses. In July 1733, when the Earl was thirteen, Hume’s report began: 




I am to make my Lord Lincoln’s excuses for not writing, which considering all things a’n’t bad ones. He has twice as much book and desire to play as ever he had in his life, and cant find a moments leisure. From construing and pearcing Greek he is gone to make verses, and from verses to prose, and from prose to Greek again; what time for letters? And what a change from Claremont? [The Duke’s enormous house in Surrey] Nevertheless the number of boys in the same case with himself makes the pill go down, tho ’tis a bitter one.





The Revd Hume assured the Duke that his charge was well placed in the fourth form of the Upper school and should not be hurried into the more intense academic testing ground of the fifth and sixths, where Horace was presiding over the last year of a united ‘Quadruple Alliance’. If Hume had also in mind the wisdom of keeping his student distant from Horace Walpole, three years his senior, then he had not reckoned with the enduring constancy of an attachment which would in most young men have been no more than a schoolboy crush.



















CHAPTER TWO


Brideshead half-visited





In the autumn of 1734 the ‘pastoral’ friends were scattered, Gray and Ashton to Cambridge, West to Oxford. Horace, for reasons never made clear, gave himself a sabbatical, neither Eton nor University, but socializing in London. He would only go up to Cambridge in March 1735, just over a year before the Earl of Lincoln arrived there from school. It may have been pure coincidence that Horace’s college, King’s, was then still on its old site immediately across the narrow Trinity Hall Lane from the Earl of Lincoln’s college, Clare, but as the coincidences of proximity and meetings build up they need to be noticed. Walpole was nothing if not subtle and ingenious in adjusting events to his advantage. He was always to take a delight in plotting.


As Horace’s school contemporaries moved on and their letters, with firsthand evidence of states of mind, began to accumulate, it is interesting to note how Wilmarth Lewis reacted to that evidence. Lewis must have had his suspicions about Horace’s sexual identity and relationships. He accepted that ‘the feminine element in his personality was a strong one, as it has been in all great letter-writers’. The information was there, from which he could have drawn conclusions. The footnotes of the Yale Walpole volumes alone are a rich source for anyone with a mind to follow leads. In his denial of any real homosexual tendencies in his hero, Lewis admitted that ‘some of Walpole’s youthful letters, especially those to Lord Lincoln and Conway’ were high-spirited. But Lewis believed what he wanted to believe.


Warren Hunting Smith, the editor, after Lewis’s death, of the last Yale volumes, describes this personal involvement and critical blindness almost as a virtue:




Towards Walpole himself, Wilmarth Lewis had an almost mystical feeling of identification; in fact he wrote that at one period he had to be rescued from a real obsession with this idea. He felt a very special guidance whenever he entered a room and turned towards the very cabinet where ‘a bit of the True Cross’ was concealed.





Lewis suffered from a ‘mother complex’ which he had openly admitted in one of his books. Therefore Horace Walpole must also have suffered from a ‘mother complex’. But Lewis was not, perish the thought, a homosexual; therefore Horace could not have been a homosexual either. ‘This feeling of identification with his subject,’ Smith continued, ‘sometimes made him impervious to certain suggestions.’ Smith cautiously does not reveal the nature of those suggestions; Lewis ‘simply knew how Horace Walpole would have talked and acted, even if the evidence for it was not entirely convincing.’ Everyone edits within the temper and constraints of their times. One lesson to be drawn from Lewis’s partiality is that it is as unhelpful to press one view of Horace’s sex life as another; 1996 is as open to bias of one kind as 1936 was to its opposite.


If he ever had suspicions over the relationship between Horace and his favourite cousin, Henry Seymour Conway, Lewis was almost certainly mistaken. It was fond but it is unlikely that it ever edged over into the sexual, although it was a very intense mixture of the affectionate and the political. Horace’s politics were deeply emotional. Years later, in 1776, when Henry Conway, by that time an ex-Secretary of State and a respected general of the British army, had suffered a mild stroke with facial paralysis, Horace visited him on his sick bed and was shocked into an extraordinary confession in a letter which he wrote to another old Etonian, William Cole. All the scheming and political plotting of the last forty years, Horace now realized, had been motivated only by his love for Conway. The realization had come ‘like a mortal distemper in myself, for can amusements amuse, if there is but a glimpse, a vision of outliving one’s friends?’ Horace often claimed that he had no political ambitions for himself, but seeing the twisted, distorted face of a once handsome friend had brought out the truth. ‘I have had dreams in which I thought I wished for fame – it was not certainly posthumous fame at any distance; I feel, I feel it was confined to the memory of those I love. It seems impossible for a man who has no friends to do anything for fame.’ How this denial of ‘posthumous fame’ squares up with the Memoirs and letters which he left to be read long after his death is not easy to explain. But what this emotional outburst reveals is that Horace had all the time seen himself, for all his effete ways and faintly ridiculous image, as following in his father’s footsteps, hoping to become a power-broker, leading, with the beloved Conway, a coalition to rule the country. Perhaps, in an ideal scenario, Lincoln’s influence and the Newcastle pocket-boroughs would have been a third element in a consummated political passion.


*


In the university interlude between leaving school in 1734 and his Grand Tour which began in April 1739, Horace’s relationship with four friends developed interestingly and can be followed, one-sidedly at least, in the letters which they wrote to him. Most of his letters to them are lost. The friends were Conway, George Montagu, Richard West and Thomas Gray, four aspects to the multi-sided Horace. No letters to or from Lord Lincoln were suffered to survive, so there is no proof that any were written. Conway stands naturally as the first of the four, as Horace would have been close to him in those London-based eight months between Eton and Cambridge. His cousin was heading not for the university but for the army and while he hesitated over which regiment to join, which commission Sir Robert Walpole’s influence could best secure for him, he was free to enjoy the social round of London. He did not join a regiment, Lord Molesworth’s Dragoons, until 1737 and even then regarded the next few years as more a part of his education than a time to be dedicated to serious soldiering.


Conway’s unguarded letters to Horace explain why Wilmarth Lewis was uneasy about their relationship. Henry Conway was in a not uncommon adolescent condition, poised between two identities: in his case, that of a high-camp socialite, and that of a career officer with parliamentary ambitions on the side. Like Horace, Conway loved dressing up for a masquerade, and dressing up as a young girl was a great thrill. Horace demanded a full account and got one. Conway wrote back:




We love to flatter our vanity, you know, not a little so that I can’t help troubling you with a few of my adventures. I picked all my peacock’s plumes out of my sister Jenny’s wardrobe which I ransacked without reserve; when I was sufficiently decorated, it was necessary, they said, for the sake of my reputation, to put myself under the protection of a moral lady; this I willingly submitted to, and was no sooner got there than I was surprised with a thousand extravagant encomiums on my shape and beauty, for which I was entirely obliged to a loose sack and a black silk mask.





One masquerader dressed as a Dominican friar chatted him up ‘after much lewd conversation’, while a military masquerader ‘immediately invested me, and after several vigorous attacks, finding he could not carry me by storm, made a blockade of it’. What Conway meant by writing ‘at last I withdrew the garrison and left him to take possession, if he pleased, of the empty citadel’ is not explained.


From Conway’s faintly embarrassed responses, it is obvious that some of Horace’s letters to him had been effusive; he mentions ‘the many kind professions of friendship and engaging frankness with which your last was penned’. But Horace could not have failed to notice where his friend drew the moral line. Conway would quote admiringly some lines of homosexual love from the Latin:




                            Te per gramina Martii


                            Campi, te per aquas, dure volubiles


[You, hard-hearted one, exercise on the playing-fields and swim the strong currents].





But he would then hastily express his moral distaste for such attitudes: ‘the avowing a passion for a youth (though not an uncommon thing with the Greek and Roman poets), is so notoriously impious and contrary to nature, as well as morality and religion, that it is impossible not to be offended at it.’ At times it is difficult not to label Henry Conway as a prig. In one letter he announced: ‘I have met with the most terrible accident that could possibly befall me.’ A lady whom he had long yearned after in secret ‘inconsiderately let drop an expression too gross for me to name, and almost for you to imagine’. This had left him with ‘a strong garrison of anti-venereal thoughts which I much question if I shall ever be able to dislodge’. Tantalizingly, and surely deliberately, he signed himself off with the flirtatious: ‘Yours, my dear Horry, much more than hers, Strephon II.’ He also frequently promised to dedicate any laurels he might gain on a field of battle to Horace, a Grecian gesture that could easily be misinterpreted. Conway’s signing himself off as ‘Strephon’, the lovelorn shepherd, indicates that he was at least an honorary member of the ‘Quadruple Alliance’. It would be interesting to know who had played Strephon I in their pastoral games.


Lacking a psychiatrist’s couch on which to disentangle his ambivalences, Conway confided his revealing dreams to Horace ‘more to give myself ease, than, I doubt, it can possibly afford you pleasure’. He had dreamt that, after attending a performance of a particularly chaste, moral play, The Orphan, he had gone off to a bawdy tavern. This had turned into a brothel where all his ‘jolly dog’ companions ‘each retired with his respective lady’ and where one young lord boasted of having ten mistresses a month. What disturbed Conway about the dream was the contrast between the romantic pieties of the play and the carnality of ‘the other people bringing themselves upon a level with the brute creation’, to ‘act purely to satisfy their bestial lust, entirely excluding the more refined sensations of the mind’.


It is possible that Horace may have been a little disappointed, certainly wryly amused, by his friend’s prim conclusion: ‘Whichever gate my vision flew out at, you may be sure my principles are not shaken, but that I still remain the same H.C.’ There is, however, a sense of emotional vulnerability and sexual uncertainty about the letter that his reader could well have found hopeful. When Horace wrote a poem prematurely praising Conway’s martial ardour, Conway promptly replied that he had no such combative spirit but begged him ‘not to divulge a secret which I have imparted to you in confidence, and which if known must entirely spoil my fortune in the army’. Like Horace’s other friends, Conway, who would later fight bravely at Fontenoy but miss Dettingen, was far more interested in discussing poetry than military matters.


*


In 1737 Horace was asked to accompany two other friends, George Montagu and Lord Francis Conway, Henry’s brother, on a trip to Italy. Horace politely declined. When he eventually set off in 1739 on his Grand Tour he took as his companions Thomas Gray, of whose abject love he was confidently assured, and joined in Paris Henry Conway, whom he found physically attractive and, after those dreams and confessions, emotionally promising. It was typical of Horace that he contrived then to divert his travels with these two ill-assorted friends into a predatory quest on the trail of a third love-object, the Earl of Lincoln.


George Montagu cannot, however, be dismissed casually as a rejected travelling companion. He was the most mysterious and unpredictable of Horace’s friends, a fat, lazy Northamptonshire squire who would suddenly quit his bucolic idleness to take public office in Ireland or to act as private secretary to Lord North. High camp in his affectations, he was another lifelong bachelor. He had been four years Horace’s senior at Eton, which is a long gap in schoolboy terms; Horace never shook off that air of being the doting junior fag in their relationship.


The first letter which Horace wrote to Montagu and then demanded to have returned is dated 2 May 1736. This is, in a scholarly sense, the most important of all Horace’s many thousands that have survived. It proves that, while he was still only eighteen, he had fixed his eye upon futurity and decided, first, that he wanted to be remembered for ever, and second, that he wanted to be remembered for a light, easy style and for accounts of the commonplace incidents of daily life. It was this deliberately modest ambition which gave him his immortality. Born into a century of formal writing he had noticed a literary gap and moved in to fill it.


Montagu had provoked his resolve by sending him a lively account of the recent wedding of the Prince of Wales, but then ordering Horace to burn it. ‘You desire I would burn your letters,’ Horace wrote back angrily, ‘I desire you would keep mine.’ He then tried to shame Montagu into writing longer letters by offering to send him sheets of blank paper. Over the next thirty-four years there would always be this tension between the two friends. It was Horace who made the running, forever cajoling or abusing the older man for rapid replies of a satisfying length and in an affectionate register. ‘I hope,’ he wrote, ‘for the future our correspondence will run a little more glibly, with dear George and dear Horry, not as formally as if we were playing a game at chess in Spain and Portugal; and Don Horatio was to have the honour of specifying to Don Georgio by an epistle whither he would move.’


*


Confidence was Horace’s strength. He had confidence to be himself, to be relaxed and easy. Given his frail physique and a sexual apartness of which he must already have been aware, that confidence could only have come from his birth into a family of power and the affection and respect that had surrounded him during his childhood. He may have been an outsider because of his sexual inclination, but he was only ever an embittered and belligerent outsider when that sexuality was threatened by a marriage which excluded him or by a public ‘outing’. Normally he was happy with society and with his place in it.


This determination to treat letter-writing almost as a career indicates something more than mere confidence. At eighteen, and with a Prime Minister as father, politics would have been the more obvious course for which a younger son should have been preparing. Instead, Horace was already aiming in 1736 at a literary immortality which would demand a gallery of obedient friends, all ready to play the Horace game with little hope of any reward. He would have to become a ‘professional friend’, a remarkably detached and calculated concept for a young man.


It would present problems. His liveliest and wickedest friends, men like Selwyn and Edgcumbe, were the ones least likely to play the literary game by his rules, reply regularly and return his own letters. Then again, how scandalous could he afford to be? There is proof that Lord Lincoln wrote regularly to him while their affair was most active, but not a single Lincoln letter of 1739–44 has been allowed to survive, nor would even one of Horace’s to Lincoln have been preserved if Horace had been able to get his hands on them. His half-sister Mary and his heiress, Mrs Damer, destroyed all his letters to them. Horace Mann, writing faithfully from Florence for forty years and returning Horace’s letters at intervals, was apparently ideal. Yet with no physical meeting between the two friends over all those years, even Horace’s literary invention sank low in human interest. A major holocaust of Scottish peers or a coronation at Westminster was needed to revive it.


Horace was never perfectly in control. He might select his correspondents but that would not necessarily produce good letters either from him or from them. When Horace Mann died, Horace went on writing, as if nothing had happened, to his nephew (confusingly, another Horace Mann) but the resulting letters were mechanical and unimportant. The great letter sequences and the occasional soaring rockets of fire arose from an emotional warmth and a vulnerability between Horace and his correspondent. In the following chapters it will become apparent just who struck off sparks and who did not, and there will always be the limitation of censorship (as in so many early letters to Gray) and the sheer luck of survival. Many of the wonderfully pompous and wary letters that passed between Horace and the Marquis of Hertford were discovered by Wilmarth Lewis in Ceylon, of all unlikely places. That piece of literary detective work restored a stimulating emotional counterpoint built up during 1764–5, with Horace presenting one face to Hertford – politic, manipulative, exhilaratingly false – and another, all despair, frustration and danger, to Montagu. Can the literature which was created be described as deliberate or serendipitous?


Only when there was this tension, which could grow out of delight as well as anger, could Horace’s letters approach great literature and become not only a record of his times, but the rough and vital outline of a novel based on the life of an artist–politician who half failed in both art and politics.


*


Nothing illustrates the importance of Horace’s recipient more clearly than the contrast between what he wrote at this time to lazy, indifferent, but visually sophisticated George Montagu and what he wrote and endured from Richard West. West was the reader and correspondent Horace would have been better without at that vulnerable stage in his adolescence. A confident, high-spirited young man like Horace could carry one melancholic, would-be-poet friend with ease and even impel him into real creativity, but two depressed versifiers were excessive. Thomas Gray, resident at Peterhouse throughout Horace’s time at King’s, Cambridge, had at least come to terms with the black dog of melancholy, possibly even valued its moods; but Richard West, separated from the other three at Christ Church, Oxford, was a gloomy pedant and a bore. He is significant only because Horace was obviously impressed by him, put up with his tedious correspondence and valued his flattery. The exchanges of letters during the university years have all been ruthlessly edited at one time or another as Horace prepared his reputation for future consumption.


Whatever he wrote to Conway and Gray, and there is internal evidence that he wrote often, must have come to seem emotionally inappropriate when he was middle-aged. Those ‘many kind professions of friendship’ that Conway mentions would have caused embarrassment once Conway had become a moderately successful Secretary of State and a fairly gallant general. As for the Horace–Gray exchanges, so many of Gray’s letters can be read as desperate pleas for notice, love letters from a hyperliterate, that Horace’s lost replies must either have been the verbal equivalent to buckets of cold water or equally and responsively passionate. His exchange of letters with West was quite different: eminently proper in emotional tone, tiresomely academic and literary in content. Hence very few of Horace’s letters to either Henry Conway or Thomas Gray between 1734 and 1739 have been suffered to survive, but his replies to West are generously represented, no doubt also because Horace still felt proud, many years later, of their precocious pedantry.


Richard West was the orphan son of a successful lawyer who had been briefly Lord Chancellor of Ireland and then supposedly been poisoned by his wife when his son was only ten years old. But that melodramatic circumstance is the kind of event Richard West would have relished and might easily have invented. In 1734, when he left Eton, West seems already to have been dying of tuberculosis: a Hamlet in terminal self-pitying decline. Encouraged by his tutors at Eton, and probably by his ‘Quadruple Alliance’ friends, he believed he was a poet and his letters are a mix of prose-wit and derivative verse deliberately modelled on Petronius’s writings. Scholarship trickles out with the ink from his pen. Worse still, in his replies Horace imitated this pedantry, concealing his natural gift for clear expression and sharp communication in mere artifice.


West would begin a letter in a pedantic jumble of English and Latin that should be savoured:




My dearest Celadon


Crimine quo merui juvenum placidissime –


After a long and tedious melancholy silence comes a letter, or rather the shadow of a letter, so short – I thought it a dream indeed.


Tu querar, ah Celadon, (nisi differat aura querelas) vel scripsisse parum, vel siluisse nimis.


Suffer then my poor little desponding letter to make its appearance before all like a ghost wrapped up in a white sheet, and to make its apology thus –





Then follows an interminable quibble about the merits of Statius. Horace, infected by this verbiage, would reply in the same vein. Here he is railing priggishly about his studies in Cambridge:




I have been so used to the delicate food of Parnassus, that I can never condescend to apply to the grosser studies of Alma Mater. Sober cloth of syllogism colour suits me ill; or, what’s worse, I hate clothes that one must prove to be of no colour at all. If the Muses coelique vias et sidera monstrent, and quia vi maria alta tumescent why accipiant: but ’tis thrashing, to study philosophy in the obstruse authors.





Bombarded with bad verse, English and Latin, from West, Horace would open with a straight lie, ‘I don’t think I am at all a poet, but from loving verses, try to make some now and then.’ Such Rococo efforts as:











First when pastorals I read;


    Purling streams and cooling breezes


I only wrote of; and my head


    Rhymed on, reclined beneath the treezes:


In pretty dialogue I told


    Of Phoebus’ heat, and Daphne’s cold.











But the warm bath of West’s flattery induced such offerings: ‘I own I ought to be deterred from tacking verses to the end of my letters,’ West wrote, ‘since I have read yours, where the prose and the poetry are both so exquisite that for the future I shall never venture to send you either except when I am in a dream as at present’, after which came a version of ‘O fons Bandusiae’, followed by a little critical theory.


To the end of his life Horace Walpole believed that he was not only a letter-writer but also a poet. If in critical retrospect he is to be allowed a talent for light verse and brisk, rhyming pornography, then it was West who in these years convinced him of his ability. ‘I can never forget,’ Horace wrote affectionately, ‘the many agreeable hours we have passed in reading Horace and Virgil’. This was more true than he realized; the blight upon eighteenth-century poetasters was their classical education. Saturated at school with Roman poetry, they naturally transposed its style, its images, inversions, figures of speech, vocabulary, even at times its metres, from one language to another, with deadly results. Yet West had not only read Shaftesbury’s contemptuous analysis of his contemporaries in his Characteristicks, but had actually quoted some of it to Horace: ‘there is hardly anywhere to be found a more insipid race of mortals than those whom we moderns are contented to call poets, for having attained the chiming faculty of language, with an injudicious random use of wit and fancy.’ Which was an exact description of the verbal junk the two young men were exchanging. West claimed that poets must respond to Nature ‘in a superior light to other mortals’, but when Horace politely suggested a few lines on his father’s Thatched House in Richmond Park, West poured out 127 lines resembling Milton’s Il Penseroso crossed with Thomson’s Seasons, in just that ‘chiming faculty of language’ that Shaftesbury had scorned.


In another poem, called ‘Ad Amicos’, to the severed friends of the ‘Quadruple Alliance’, West began,








Yes, happy youth, on Camus sedgy side,


You feel each joy that friendship can divide;











and concluded, ‘and this I send you and my friends at Cambridge, not to divert you, for it cannot, but merely to show them how sincere I was when sick’. Gray replied wickedly: ‘If what you sent me last be the product of your melancholy, what may I not expect from your more cheerful hours?’ Gray was treacherously ambivalent about the Walpole–West friendship. While his letters to West are full of ‘esteem and admiration’, he would write to Horace, ‘I have had a letter from West with an elegy of Tibullus translated in it thus long.’ On another occasion Gray wrote maliciously to his ‘dearest Horace’: ‘I received a long letter, mighty pretty, in Latin from West yesterday, partly about buttered turnips, partly about an eclipse, that I understood no more than the man in the moon; he desired his love to you in English.’ So West’s Petronian effusions were becoming something of a joke in Cambridge, or, if they were not, Gray was trying to project them as such.


But Gray and West were in reality two of a kind. In those days of ‘Tar Water’ and ‘Joshua Ward’s “Drop and Pill”’ cure, neuroticism was allowed to run its natural, sometimes useful, sometimes fatal, course. Today they would both have been dosed with anti-depressants. Neither had ever quite recovered from the safe enclosing environment of Eton and the life of scholarly fantasy that Horace had spun around them there. When they left they clung instinctively to Horace as if to a pledge that the days of poetry, Petronius, wine and roses might return again. The remarkable achievement of Horace was that in Gray’s case those days did, in some measure, come back.


*


To turn from West’s letters to Gray’s is to move from the moribund to the living. West needed Horace; Gray also needed Horace, but in addition he loved him. In those first two Cambridge terms, when Gray and Ashton had gone up but Horace was diverting himself in London, Gray’s letters burn with impatience, his rapturous affection and longing only half-hidden by humour, as in his pastiche Levantine love letter to Horace in the style of The Turkish Spy which he had just read:




I have beheld thee in my slumbers, I have attempted to seize on thee … We were as two Palm-trees in the Vale of Medina, I floursh’d in thy friendship & bore my head aloft, but now I wander in Solitariness, as a traveller in the sandy desarts of Barca, & pine in vain to taste of the living fountain of thy conversation … When the Dew of the morning is upon me, thy Image is before mine eyes; nor, when the night overshadoweth me, dost thou depart from me. Shall I e’er behold thine eyes, until our eternal meeting in ye immortal Chioses of Paradise?





And when, after a whole winter term Horace was still only expected, Gray wrote:




I, Orazmades, Master of the noble Science of Defence, hearing of the great reputation of thee, Timothy Celadon, do challenge and invite thee to attend with me at long-love, great affection, or whatever other weapon you shall make choice of, in Kings-College Quadrangle, a Week hence precisely. Vivat Rex.





But the week passed, as did another term, and still there was no Horace. Hiding his despair in mock heroicism, Gray ranted: ‘Don’t believe that I would refuse to do anything for your sake, since at this present I am starving for you, & losing my dinner, that I may have the better opportunity of writing.’ At times, as March 1735 approached and Walpole would actually pay his college a call, Gray’s impatience began to sound a little like Juliet’s ‘Gallop apace, you fiery footed steeds’:




Well! be it as it will, you have got my soul with you already; I should think ’twould be better for you to bring it hither to the rest of me, than make my body take a journey to it … I hate living by halves, for now I lead such a kind of I don’t know how – as it were – in short, what the devil d’ye mean by keeping me from myself for so long? I expect to be paid with interest, and in a short time to be a whole thing.





Where West was all dry Latinisms, Gray’s language is brilliantly Saxon, contemporary and alive: ‘I can no more think of Logick & Stuff, than you could of Divinity at a Ball, or a Caudle and Carraway Confits after having been stuffed at a Christening.’ One of his fellow students from London he described as looking ‘like toasted Cheshire Cheese, strewed with brown sugar’.


Even the poems he wrote – for, to compete with West, there had to be poems – used living language that almost escapes the gin-trap of Dryden–Pope diction. One description of a park in Heaven oddly foreshadows Rupert Brooke’s Grantchester:








Here spirit-beaux flutter along the Mall,


And shadows in disguise skate o’er the iced canal:


Here groves embowered, and more sequestered shades,


Frequented by the ghosts of ancient maids


Are seen to rise: the melancholy scene


With gloomy haunts, and twilight walks between


Conceals the wayward band: here spend their time


Greensickness girls, that died in youthful prime.











Its last lines conceal truth under flippancy:








Believe that, never was so faithful found


Queen Proserpine to Pluto underground,


Or Cleopatra to her Mark Antony


As Orazmades to his Celadony.











West turned to Virgil and Petronius for models, Gray to Shakespeare and to playwrights like Congreve and Wycherley. Gray was alive and in love; he thought that Eton was going to be renewed in Cambridge and he expressed his feelings by writing to Horace Walpole with the breathless enthusiasm of John Keats’s letters to Fanny Brawne.


Being English and upper-class, Horace inevitably snubbed Gray when the much anticipated reunion finally took place. After March 1735 Gray’s letters are never quite so eager. He was reminded of his place as Horace flitted fashionably back and forth from London. Horace, conscious of his power, played cruel games with him. He pretended that there was a possibility he might get married. This left Gray almost incoherent with dismay:







You are a very different person behind the scenes, and whatever face you set upon the matter, I guess – but perhaps I guess wrong: I wish I may for your sake; perhaps you are as cool as you would seem: either way I may wish you joy: of your dissimulation, or philosophy.





He ended the letter humbly, falling back into the safe animal imagery of childhood:




Bear I was born, and bear, I believe, I’m likely to remain; consequently a little ungainly in my fondness, but I’ll be bold to say, you shan’t in a hurry meet with a more loving poor animal, than


                                        Your faithful creature, Bruin      





Though conscious of the class gap between himself and Gray, Horace never became indifferent to Gray’s command of language or the promise of his style. There would be treachery, disappointment and jealousy ahead but, for all the bitterness of their later quarrel in Italy, Horace would come back for a reconciliation and urge Gray to publish and achieve his potential. Poetically, Horace was never unfaithful to the one-time lover, even when that hopeful young man had turned into an eccentric and retiring don, old before his time.


*


Apart from these friendships, Walpole’s Cambridge years appear to have been a time of wasted opportunity. He never concealed the fact that he found the place wanting and also architecturally inferior to Oxford. In his day, the Backs were still largely commercial, with none of their present coherence and flowery charm. Cambridge’s colleges were of brick and uncleaned. The amazing Gothic certainties of King’s Chapel had been counterpointed in 1723 by the blank classical statement of the Gibbs Building. Walpole later made a point of his preference for Oxford because it retained ‘the true Gothic un-Gibbs’d’. Cambridge also represented academic failure for Horace. He claimed in his Short Notes on the Life of Horace Walpole to have streamed tears of humiliation when his half-blind professor of mathematics dismissed him as unteachable. Then he studied music for a while, only to be bored by it; he listened to lectures on anatomy that seem only to have given him a lifelong mistrust of doctors, and his conventional Christian faith was turned into the standard, blasé eighteenth-century deism by the theologian Conyers Middleton.


Horace’s religiosity is best described as a ‘purple area’, one wholly illogical and inconsequential. Middleton taught him that prayer was a delusion and that large sections of the Old Testament were nonsense. There was a favourite Middleton lecture on the links between ancient pagan practices and the modern rites of the Roman Catholic church in Italy. All this Horace absorbed readily enough, as it allowed him to feel superior. But aesthetically he found Catholic church services with their music, vestments, incense and ceremonial irresistible. While he was in Italy he behaved as an honorary Catholic, still claiming to despise priestly authority and corruption. Back in England he felt unthreatened by Catholicism and even starved of its pomp. An occasional Church of England service, like the funeral of George II, pleased him well enough, but he still needed to play-act Catholicism with incense and candles in a private chapel at The Vyne, Hampshire where he enthusiastically assisted the improvements of his friend John Chute and was a frequent visitor. Eventually he added a pseudo-chapel, the Tribune, a cross between a church and an art gallery, to Strawberry Hill.


A man with Horace’s love of the past and his delight in ruins and old churches could never be a complete deist. By making him an infidel, Dr Middleton set up a basic contradiction in Horace’s mind between what he believed and what his natural instincts directed. The intensity of this internal spiritual conflict should not be underestimated. The success of evangelical sects in his contemporary society did not merely disturb him, it enraged him, particularly when, as in the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connection, the proselytizing was successful among the aristocracy. If Horace had any real belief, it was the belief that ‘Enthusiasm’ was an evil.


His more positive influences during this period were the letters he received from Lord Hervey and a new Cambridge friend and mentor, usually referred to in the whimsical Etonian style as ‘Plato’. From these letters it is clear that as early as 1735 and 1736 when he was just out of school and only eighteen or nineteen years old, Horace was already a stylistic rebel and a natural eclectic, but attracted at that time not to Gothic, or to the mainstream classicism of the day, but to the exotic potential of chinoiserie.


Lord Hervey, cicisbeo to Queen Caroline and the courtier who contrived to pass Sir Robert Walpole’s political needs on, via the queen, to King George II, had recognized in Horace a fellow spirit. In 1735 Jean-Baptiste Du Halde’s four-volume Description géographique, historique, chronologique, politique et physique de l’ empire de la Chine had been published in Paris and Lord Hervey gave the volumes to Horace as a present. Horace was instantly taken by them and wrote back a lost but apparently enthusiastic letter of thanks. Hervey’s reply to this was remarkably wise and prescient. ‘You describe,’ he wrote, ‘in a very entertaining manner the change it has made in you,’ but, he continued, ‘notwithstanding my partiality to China, I advise you if you can to continue an Englishman.’ And that, of course, was exactly what Horace was to do. After a few years of dabbling in the Chinese fringes of Rococo design in the 1740s, he realized that he was in a stylistic dead-end and moved out into the much wider and satisfyingly nationalistic fields of Rococo–Gothick. He continued an Englishman, in Lord Hervey’s words, while remaining an eclectic rebel.


Du Halde’s book was an expensive and thoughtful present. This suggests that Horace and Lord Hervey were already well acquainted. Hervey was exactly the older, worldly-wise and sophisticated man whom Horace would have been likely to choose as a role-model. He was physically small and delicately pretty, given to malicious wit and epigrams. Though married, Hervey had conducted sexual affairs with Stephen Fox, later Lord Ilchester, and with Count Algarotti: a combination of sexual deviancy with rank which Horace would have found sympathetic. From his central position in court and politics, Hervey had written detailed and amusing memoirs of the reign of George II, but ended them abruptly with the death of Queen Caroline in 1737. It is likely that when Horace began his Memoirs of the Reign of George II he was consciously taking up the task which Hervey had laid aside.


That was all a decade away. Hervey’s letter was dated 21 October 1735; a few days earlier Horace had received a cheerful, joshing letter from ‘Plato’ offering in a more practical form the same advice as Lord Hervey had given: put England first and China second.


Some mystery has been made over the identity of ‘Plato’. He is mentioned in letters from Horace, West and Gray; he was clearly another Etonian but, as his nickname indicates, a superior figure, a guide and a philosopher though given to hard drinking and hearty eating. He was John Whaley, a fellow of King’s College since 1731 and Horace’s private tutor; he had been a sixth-former at Eton for two years when Horace had been in the lower school. William Cole, who had been his contemporary at both Eton and Cambridge, described him as a very suspect character with a ‘turn for a dissolute and debauched kind of life … yet as he was reckoned a man of genius and a poet, a good jolly companion, a singer of a good song, and rather a genteel person, his company was sought after, and he spent his time in a continual scene of jovial amusements and mirthful society.’


There is more than an element of sour grapes in Cole’s attack. Whaley was obviously in the grand tradition of Cambridge – and more particularly of King’s College – tutors: sophisticated and charming bachelors who delight in the company of young men and gather them up into a circle of self-indulgence and influence. John Whaley’s particular line was to take one or two favoured students off on antiquarian and topographical jaunts exploring the English countryside and visiting the houses of the aristocracy to discuss their architecture and art collections. It was while he was leading one such tour in the Long Vacation of 1735 that he had written the anti-Chinese letter to Horace.


This was addressed ‘From the Devil’s Arse’, a cave outside Buxton which Whaley’s party had explored by candlelight. After a brisk account of the Derbyshire scenery and the glories of Chatsworth, a house which he compared to Milton’s Pandemonium, Whaley ended with the hope that this might take Horace’s mind off the Chinese and ‘break off your devotion while you are sticking a pig with a mandarin on the top of a mountain in the province of Quenton’. The bait proved successful and next Easter Whaley took Horace and his friend John Dodd on a Midlands tour of Wrest, Althorp, Easton Neston, Oxford and Blenheim. What is remarkable, however, in the written responses to these two tours – Whaley’s to the earlier and Horace’s to the later – is the superiority of Horace’s writing. Whaley is superficial, topographical in the Defoe manner; Horace is richly descriptive, sensitive to textures, to the details of portraiture and the charm of decay. Whaley had fired his interest in the decorative arts, architecture, ancestry and the atmosphere of old houses, but already Walpole was his tutor’s superior in his eye for detail and in his style.


Horace’s very first topographical letter was written to George Montagu on 20 May 1736 in the gossipy vein of so many revealing accounts to come. First came a spiteful comment from the ‘Mrs Housekeeper’ at Wrest, the Duke of Kent’s house: the portrait of the Duchess was ‘too handsome; her Grace’s chin is much longer than that’. Then came the feminine detail: ‘old Dame de Greys, in a gown of her own work, embroidered all over with little flowers of all colours, like the border of an under-petticoat, round her head is a kind of hoop-petticoat of gauze.’ At Cornbury he noted ‘a prodigious quantity of Vandykes’ and was irritated at being hurried past them, his cataloguing instinct already alert. At Easton Neston, in a perceptive visual flash, he noted that ‘in an old greenhouse is a wonderful fine statue of Tully, haranguing a numerous assembly of decayed emperors, vestal virgins with new noses, Colossuses, Venuses, headless carcasses and carcassless heads, pieces of tombs and hieroglyphics’. With a precocious eye for quality, he had spotted nothing less than the Arundel Marbles, neglected and undervalued.


It was this appreciation of textured decay, this delight in the inappropriate accidents of time that would make him such a perceptive antiquary and adventurous aesthete. At twenty years of age, his style was already the perfect servant to his taste. All he needed, and at that time found in an idle George Montagu, was a sympathetic reader and partner in feeling. Somewhere along the line he would find John Whaley inadequate and too obviously set on using him to gain preferment from Sir Robert Walpole, but in these early Cambridge years, in spite of his ‘dissolute and debauched kind of life’, Whaley was a valuable and positive influence.


*


It was during Horace’s university years that he began to appreciate his father and move tentatively into a new role as a dutiful son. In 1737 his mother had died. According to his friends, Horace was ravaged by grief, but he would never be a person to underplay an emotion or miss a chance to dramatize sorrow. The only letter that survives to indicate any reactions to his mother’s death, one to Charles Lyttelton, is remarkably stoic, praising ‘the surprising calmness and courage which my dear mother showed before her death’. He noted that ‘few women would behave so well, and I am certain no man could behave better. For three or four days before she died, she spoke of it with less indifference than one speaks of a cold; and while she was sensible, which she was within her last two hours, she discovered no manner of apprehension. This, my dear Charles, was some alleviation to my grief.’ Written on 18 September, when his mother had died on 20 August, this letter does not suggest a mind almost unhinged by grief as some of his friends claimed to fear. As Henry Conway sensibly told him: ‘Don’t think what a mother you have lost but how good a father you still have, than whom as nobody is more able, so I am sure nobody is more willing to make you happy.’


Horace needed no prompting. He had begun to visit Houghton as early as 1735 and his response to what must have been among the most vulgarly glittering and sumptuous Palladian palaces in Europe was remarkable. He ignored entirely the great building, then nearing completion. Instead he struck up a pose: ‘I spent my time at Houghton for the first week almost alone; we have a charming garden all wilderness; much adapted to my romantic inclinations.’ At such moments Horace in his wilful perversity sounds like Evelyn Waugh’s Sebastian Flyte, but if he had not developed this early habit of contrary responses there would never have been a Strawberry Hill or the whole episode of Gothic exhibitionism.
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