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1. Lord Desart, Iris’s Anglo-Irish grandfather
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2. Lady Desart
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3. The Cutting family at Westbrook, May 1909. Back row: Bronson and Bayard; middle: Iris’s grandparents and Olivia; seated on the ground: Justine
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4. Bayard, Iris’s much-loved father, who died when she was seven
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5. Sybil, Iris’s mother, a lifelong hypochondriac but possessed of considerable charm
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6. Iris in Switzerland where Bayard went to convalesce from TB
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7. Bernhard Berenson who conducted Florence’s most celebrated salon
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8. The Villa Medici in Fiesole built by Michelozzo for Cosimo de Medici. Iris spent most of her childhood here
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9. La sala degli uccelli in the Villa Medici showing the Chinese silk wallpaper after which it was named
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10. Antonio Origo around the time of his engagement to Iris
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11. Iris with Gianni, born in June 1925
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12. La Foce, the estate bought by the Origos in 1924: ‘treeless and shrubless but for some tufts of broom, these corrugated ridges formed a lunar landscape, pale and inhuman …’
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13. Cecil Pinsent’s top terrace at La Foce in its earliest stage
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14. La Foce after water had been brought to the estate
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15. Pinsent’s bottom terrace at the beginning of the 1930s
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16. Gianni at a smart London wedding
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17. Local Fascist dignitaries visiting La Foce to admire its transformation into a model estate
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18. Iris at La Foce in the 1930s
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19. Children of the La Foce estate for whom Iris started a school
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20. Antonio, Iris and their two daughters Donata and Benedetta
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21. Elsa Dallolio, Iris’s closest friend for twenty years
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22. Benedetta and Donata at La Foce
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23. Iris at La Foce in the early 1980s
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24. Pinsent’s chapel, built just below La Foce, where Antonio, Iris, Gianni and Elsa Dallolio lie buried

























‘Perhaps this is the most that a biographer can ever hope to do, to clear, in the icy patch of each man’s incomprehension of other men, a little patch, through which a faint, intermittent light can shine. But at best it will only be a very little light, in a great sea of darkness, and it is surely very arrogant to attempt more than this.’


Iris Origo: ‘Biography True and False’






















CHAPTER ONE


A different child





‘All this national feeling makes people so unhappy,’ wrote Bayard Cutting in his last letter to his wife Sybil, as he lay dying, about the future of their only child Iris. ‘Bring her up somewhere where she does not belong, then she can’t have it. I’d rather France or Italy than England, so that she should really be cosmopolitan, from deep down … She must be English now, just as she’d have been more American if I had lived and not you. That is natural and right. But I’d like her to be a little “foreign” too so that when she grows up she really will be free to love or marry anyone she likes, of any country, without it being difficult.’


Iris was then seven. Sybil respected her husband’s wishes, and her only daughter grew up far from both England and America. But this left her uncertain about where she belonged, with a precarious feeling about being a stranger, and with a need for and reliance on close and intimate friends as marked as the uneasiness she often felt in the company of acquaintances. It made her a very good friend, but it also made her restless. In her autobiography Images and Shadows, written when she was seventy, she recorded the ‘sense of rootlessness and insecurity during my youth’ and the way that each ‘uprooting was followed by a readjustment of my manners, and, to some extent, of my values’. She became, each time, a different child.




 





With an American father, an English mother, and ancestors from Holland, France and Scotland, Iris’s divided identity began at birth.


Her mother Sybil was the second daughter of an Anglo-Irish peer, Lord Desart, to whom Iris became deeply attached. As Hamilton Cuffe, younger son of an impoverished family, he had had so few apparent prospects that at the age of twelve he had signed on with a wooden frigate, the Orlando, bound for Halifax, Nova Scotia. But he was both determined and able, and it was not long before he made his way back to England, went up to Cambridge and then read for the Bar. He was also lucky. In 1898 he inherited an earldom and an estate in Ireland he had never expected to come his way. By then he was married to Margaret, one of the fourth Earl of Harewood’s fourteen children, had been appointed Assistant Solicitor to the Treasury by Disraeli and was living in London, in a tall, narrow house ‘like a sentry box’ in Rutland Gate, to which his bride had brought, as trousseau, twelve of everything, chemises, nightgowns and flannel petticoats of such fine quality that she wore them until she died. Punctual and affectionate, he came home every evening at six to spend an hour with Sybil and her elder sister Joan; he was later to say that these were the happiest days of his life. Not long afterwards he was appointed Queen’s Proctor, and became involved in Oscar Wilde’s trial. It is said that he tried to delay the warrant for Wilde’s arrest in order to give him time to escape to France: Wilde turned down the offer. The Desarts never had much money, but everywhere they went they took the privileges of Victorian England for granted, and Iris soon learnt that her grandfather’s mildness, his openness to the views of others, concealed extremely firm and strong moral convictions.


The Cuttings were richer and more orderly. William Bayard Cutting, Iris’s father, belonged to a prosperous and philanthropic New York family, whose money came from railroads, shipping, land development and sugar beet. They spent their weekends and holidays in a house called Westbrook on the southern shore of Long Island, where they had turned a spit of sandy, marshy land into a botanical garden and built what looked like an enormous English country cottage, covered in creepers. Here Bayard played lawn tennis and held house parties with his younger brother Bronson and two sisters, Olivia (named after their mother) and Justine. All four later claimed to be ‘particularly allergic to the taste of their silver spoons’. In New York, where he owned a brownstone house on the corner of Madison Avenue and 72nd Street, Bayard Cutting’s father – also Bayard – was one of a group of men who took a close interest in the arts, architecture and furniture; he was a founding member of the New York Public Library and of the Metropolitan Opera, where he had a box. Edith Wharton, a family friend, whose novel The Age of Innocence might have been written about life at Westbrook, later complained that the New York of her youth was like ‘an empty vessel into which no new wine would ever again be poured’. She made an exception of Bayard Cutting, Iris’s grandfather, and one or two other friends, because as men of ‘a cultivated taste with marked social gifts’ they stood apart from their contemporaries, who lived in what she called ‘dilettantism leisure’. The ‘self-appointed aristocracy’ of New York, she also said, ‘does not often produce eagles’; Cutting, on the other hand, ‘stirred the stagnant air of old New York’, thereby generating the ‘dust of new ideas’. It was with her grandparents at Westbrook that Iris, as a small child, first knew the sensation of being, not alone, but one in a long and dignified line of people, ‘the last and smallest acorn on the tree’. One Sunday morning after church, her grandmother told her to climb up onto a chair so that she could read the first page of the family Bible that stood open on a lectern. There, at the very bottom of a long line of names, in fresh ink, was her own.


Bayard Cutting, Iris’s father, was a cheerful, gifted and extremely successful schoolboy. At Groton, a private boarding school, he edited the paper, played the violin in the orchestra and was vice-president of the debating society. At Harvard he took a BA degree summa cum laude in history, economics and philosophy, and was a pupil of George Santayana, who later remarked on his ‘multitudinousness and quickness of ideas’. He played golf and football, rode and shot, and belonged to the most desirable college clubs. In appearance he was slight and dark; he later grew a pointed beard that Iris said gave him the look of a distinguished Frenchman.


In the summer of his junior year, Bayard was asked whether he would like to accompany Joseph Choate, newly appointed Ambassador to London, as his private secretary. He accepted, but though the shooting weekends were fun, he did not entirely enjoy what he was soon calling ‘this infernal social act’. To his younger brother Bronson, just off to school, he wrote an affectionate letter about his own schooldays, full of rather revealing advice. ‘Sometimes I was a little blue, but there were so few minutes to be blue in that I soon got out of the habit … There’s no place where half so much as at a school, the good comes out on top … So if one finds one is not getting on well at school, one can be absolutely sure it’s one’s own fault somehow …’ To a remarkable degree, Bayard was a man who remained in control of his own emotions and fears.


Early in 1900, riding in Hyde Park with Joseph Choate, he met Lord Desart. With him was his daughter Sybil. She was slightly plump and very fair, with china-blue eyes. She was also clever and full of charm, if prone to self absorption. ‘Sybil’s always ill’, her mother remarked on one occasion, ‘when she can’t get what she wants.’


She was, however, just about to get, as she usually did, precisely what she wanted. The morning ride became a regular event. Bayard and Sybil exchanged books, and discussed the Boer War. In the summer Bayard was invited to Desart Court in Ireland, an Italianate house built at the beginning of the eighteenth century in what was called ‘Kilkenny marble’, the local grey limestone. The house looked out over parkland and the overgrown remains of a former Italian garden. The weather was fine, and together Bayard and Sybil rode around the estate, meeting people who, as Bayard wrote to a friend, greeted them with the words ‘Ah, Lady Sybil, it’s a grand/beautiful/ honourable young man you’ve got.’ When they announced they wanted to become engaged, both sets of parents disapproved, on the grounds that they were too young, and their worlds too different. But they were determined, and anxious to waste no time. Bayard wrote to his father that they planned to explore California to see whether the life there suited them, particularly Sybil, who needed ‘to live in the country, in one place, without any occasion to exhaust nervous energy’. He should perhaps have been warned, for Sybil was not just prone to get her own way, but deeply immersed in her own health. She now caught a cold, and was irritable. Neither of them enjoyed the strict rules of chaperonage which prevented Bayard from acting as her escort in the evenings, or the etiquette which restricted their meetings to three dinners at Rutland Gate each week. Before very long, their parents capitulated.


On 30 April 1901 Bayard and Sybil were married at All Saints’ Church in Ennismore Gardens. The church was decorated with palms and white flowers, and the two pageboys wore Watteauesque costumes of pale blue silk.




 





After the wedding they sailed to America. They did indeed go to California, but only briefly, before returning to New York, where Bayard enrolled at the Columbia Law School. It was on their return to London the following June, in time for the birth of their first child, that Bayard suddenly had a haemorrhage. Little was made of what was described as a weak spot on one lung, and he was sent to convalesce at a sanatorium in the Cotswolds; the word ‘tuberculosis’ was carefully avoided. It was in the nearby village of Birdlip, on 15 August 1902, that Iris was born. Bayard wrote to his father that ‘Sybil dined with Malcolm Donald, Lady Desart and me, and after dinner sat out till nine in the moonlight looking and feeling as well as possible. At about one the trouble began, and was over at seven, the doctor arriving about 4.30 …’ He was delighted with his daughter, writing to a friend that she was ‘a healthy-looking child, chubby and fair, with a loud voice and an excellent appetite, and not uglier than most of her kind’. He added: ‘Of course, I had rather hoped for a boy – but after all, a boy is much harder to bring up, and I feel too inexperienced to do it decently.’ Soon after, he started an album, ‘Bayard’s Accounts of Iris his daughter, 1902–1903’, largely made up of copies of letters to his family and friends describing the baby. On 11 September he recorded, ‘She is as fat as butter, with a gigantic crop of golden hair’; on 4 October she was ‘developing a temper crying herself hoarse if left in bed’; on 7 November her temper was becoming ‘daily worse. She cries and bawls whenever she leaves her nurse, and Sybil cannot stand the crying long’: she was ‘terribly distressed at her baby’s minding being with her’.


Neither Sybil nor Bayard wanted Iris to be christened, but their parents felt strongly and a christening of sorts took place on 30 September in the Chintz Bedroom of Desart Court, Sybil being too unwell to leave her bed. The baby was given the middle name Margaret, after her grandmother; ‘Iris’, protested Bayard’s brother and a sister in America, was too botanical – ‘Iris Cutting’, they felt, ‘suggests a gardener’s catalogue’. Sybil’s sister Joan was asked to be one godmother and a friend, Patience Cockerell, another; William Phillips and Joseph Choate, both Americans, were the godfathers. To Joseph Choate, Bayard later wrote that neither he nor Sybil cared about the religious views of the godparents – ‘only about our friendship with them’.


On 7 December Sybil, Bayard and Iris left for Italy. According to a separate album kept by Sybil, Iris had learnt to crawl and imitate the noises of animals by the age of between eight and nine months, and particularly enjoyed being played to on the piano. With Iris’s nurse, they moved between various hotels in Portofino and Sestri Levante; for the few remaining years of Bayard’s life, they were to keep moving, to different climates, different cures, different doctors, as the weakness in his lungs spread and he suffered repeated haemorrhages. Bayard’s diary of Iris’s progress charts their route. In December they stopped in a little fishing village south-east of Genoa, ‘in a deep bay well-sheltered from the wind, with pine woods behind. The view is lovely, the air all soft … our kid is in good health … but has a very imperious will.’ He had had a worrying ‘bilious’ attack, which he blamed partly on being at sea level and partly on the local milk, which he thought provided too little nourishment for his bones. There was by now no avoiding the word tuberculosis.


Sybil spent Christmas Day in bed with a sore throat and a weak pulse, while Iris’s temper continued uncertain and Bayard longed to go home to America: ‘I am tired of being an exile,’ he wrote to a friend, adding that what he really needed was a companion to go about with. On 1 February they rented four adjoining rooms with a large terrace in Portofino, in order to have a change of walks and different meals, and spoke of a possible visit to Florence, ‘just to have a little fun’. Bayard neither complained, nor railed against his condition. As the months passed and his horizons grew ever smaller, so his ambitions became more modest; he was now talking of returning to Harvard to study economics, perhaps for ‘university work and diplomacy’, jobs best suited ‘to a person who is not strong’. Sybil’s health takes up almost as many lines as Iris’s temper: on 1 February in Portofino, Sybil was ‘pretty feeble and dreadfully thin’, having worked too hard at her Italian; on 3 February she was ‘very poorly’. But on 12 February the weather improved, Edith Wharton came to visit them, and, he noted, ‘It is a pleasure to be alive’. She had always liked Bayard. He had, she wrote many years later, a rare quality of ‘a sort of quiet radiance which sent its beam through the dark fog of weakness and pain enveloping the years that ought to have been his happiest … We have always needed such men sorely in American public life.’


In the autumn of 1903 they did what they had planned to do when they first married, and set off to explore California. The doctors had advised Bayard to live in a climate which was neither very hot nor very cold, nor muggy, nor windy, and to spend as much time as possible outside, sleeping in a tent or shelter and doing a lot of riding. Eventually they found themselves in a rented house in a place called Nordhoff, up in the hills between Los Angeles and Santa Barbara. The house was rundown and lacking in furniture, supplies were hard to come by, and it was far more isolated than they had expected. However, Christmas was cheerful. Iris played on her own in a way ‘quite remarkable for so young a child’. They were all charmed by the number of birds, and Bayard, who looked for work wherever he went, for a while edited the local newspaper, the Ojai. Sybil, Bayard wrote to his mother, ‘shows great talent for settling’. Iris’s temper had improved, but she still greatly preferred people to her toys, though she much enjoyed looking at pictures. The following summer Sybil noted that her daughter’s hair was golden in colour and very soft, but that she was backward in talking. Her health was ‘perfect’, which, in a family so focused on illness, was fortunate. She also had an excellent memory, and ‘her mind seems never at rest’.


Joseph Choate asked Bayard to stand as godfather to his own new daughter, and in accepting Bayard wrote: ‘I don’t know whether you are glad or sorry at having a daughter instead of a son … I know that no boy could be half as amusing as Iris has been, or a quarter as full of odd little affections.’ He added that he had had to abandon his journalism because he had become ‘so thin (and irritable!) … I was born to vegetate, apparently’. Soon they were on the move again, this time to the Adirondacks in north-eastern New York state, where there was a sanatorium which provided a radical new treatment. He wrote again to Joseph Choate: ‘I am absolutely sick of being on the sick list, and mean to try what a little “consummate caution” for a year or so is worth. I hope you and your wife never have to think about anything as annoying as health …’


In June 1905 Bayard set down on paper, in two columns, the advantages and disadvantages as between life in the United States or Switzerland. America came out on top, with a better climate, the possibility of setting up a proper home, and seeing his old friends; St Moritz might, he conceded, be better for his health, but there would be no chance of having a house or a dog of their own. Either way, he added, ‘I look ahead of me at a lot more travelling … but nothing resembling a continuous cure.’


The decision as to where they should go next was taken out of his hands, for the doctors now recommended the high mountains of Switzerland, and in the spring of 1906 they arrived in St Moritz. As always, Bayard’s letters were resolutely optimistic: ‘We like the place on the whole better than anywhere we have ever been,’ he wrote to Joseph Choate. ‘Sybil is well too, and I am doing fairly.’ By now his health dogged every decision: there was so much he wanted to do, so much he was offered and might have done, but he was constantly obliged to alter their plans in order to rest, in the right climate. ‘Of course,’ he wrote to his brother Bronson on his fourteenth birthday, ‘I may get all right and be good for something, but what a time wasted.’ His letters to his friends and family were lively, full of observations about what he had seen and done. He asked constantly that they keep him up to date with world affairs, and particularly politics. He started a political notebook, saying that he had to make himself learn to understand politics better and to have clearer views about them: ‘I am still without political affiliation, and, what is more serious, without definite political principles.’ Writing to a friend in Japan, he reported that ‘Our young daughter Iris … has become a speaker of German, and is rapidly ceasing to be a speaker of English.’ Iris apparently had no trouble remembering the Greek names in her story books. In April they moved down to Varese, and Iris was soon adding Italian to her German and English. By her fourth birthday, in August 1906, she was tall for her age, knew a great deal of poetry, and was beginning to count and to read.


Seven letters from Bayard to his daughter survive. They are loving and teasing, covered in crosses for kisses and circles for hugs. On one he has drawn an O with ‘small bullet kiss for bullet-headed girl’ and ‘fat kiss for Fatty’.


And so the Cuttings went on, wandering up to the mountains and down to the lakes, Sybil taking to her bed with aches and fevers, Iris and her nurse learning poems and words in different languages, while Bayard devoted his ever-diminishing energy to making the most of his surroundings – painting in Tuscany, reading about opera, and keeping a close eye on Iris’s development. He wrote a paper on international law, and went on dreaming about getting well enough to enter politics. When, soon afterwards, his brother Bronson had a haemorrhage, Bayard wrote to him: ‘You are going to see other fellows go ahead of you all along the line, and must learn not to mind.’


Then, in 1908, at a moment of better health, he was suddenly offered a job he felt he could accept, that of American Vice-Consul in Milan. It was at last something real to do. One of his first tasks was to prepare a report on the vitamin deficiency skin disease pellagra, common in Italy, which he did with speed and clarity. To Iris, in London at the time, he wrote telling her that he had bought a car, and that they would make many trips in it together.


He had not been in Milan long when news came of an earthquake in Sicily. Messina was the third largest port in Italy. At five o’clock on the morning of 28 December 1908 its inhabitants woke to the sound of a great subterranean roar. The next second, according to the German Consul, ‘one shriek arose from the whole town, piercing, despairing. Then the sudden thunder of a thousand falling walls, and – utter silence. It was all over in about twelve seconds.’ The shock was followed by a thirty-foot tidal wave which levelled the ruins, drowned many who had survived the earthquake, and swept thousands of bodies out to sea. It also destroyed a large number of Italian ships that had been anchored in the bay, and caused havoc along the coast of Calabria; in all, some fifty towns and villages were reported destroyed. There were fears that the American Consul in Messina might be among the dead, and Bayard was dispatched to set up a new Consulate, and to represent the American Red Cross. He took funds with him which included a thousand dollars from his father.


The New York Times correspondent had reached Messina quickly. In his first article he described sailing into the bay on a fine pink dawn: ‘Then, suddenly, as we turned the point – horror and desolation – Messina spread before us, ruin on ruin. Churches, public buildings, homes lay in one great heap of rubbish, save where skeletons of half a dozen homes stood cracked and tottering … No one spoke.’


By the time help arrived, 90,000 of the 120,000 inhabitants of Messina were believed to be dead. Many of the living were still trapped underneath the rubble; cries could be heard coming from the ruins. The rescuers – the crews of Russian, British and American ships that had sped to the area, members of various Red Cross societies, survivors frantically searching for their families – dug and dug. The English Chaplain, his wife and three children could be heard calling from the ruins of their house. The Bishop of Malta and a party of British sailors dug desperately, but the cries grew fainter and fainter, and finally stopped. Of the large foreign community in Messina, the German Consul, the American Vice-Consul and one member of the English Consulate remained alive. The wife of the French Consul, though alive, appeared to have totally lost her senses.


Bayard Cutting reached Messina on 2 January on board the Nord America, in company with troops, doctors, nurses and journalists. He pitched a tent from which he flew the US consular flag, and that day he dispatched his first report: ‘Behind a thin screen of fairly intact walls … the scenes are awful – houses open, with corpses in every room. At present the search is almost exclusively for the living: the officers have orders to pay no attention to dead bodies … Officers are lowered in ruins head first, with a rope tied to their feet, and in this way they have rescued many. To get a man out today, Dr Luzzali had to cut off first a leg and then an arm; of course, the man died … Up to today all the work has been done by foreigners, the Italians have seemed more or less dazed.’ Bayard requested ‘lots of sterilised milk – not condensed, but stuff that is ready to drink. It is all you can give to the half starved women and children … Tinned meat will also come in useful … woollen underclothes, socks and shirts are wanted.’ By 3 January there were enough doctors and nurses, but, as he reported, ‘the smells are getting bad … in view of paying no attention to corpses until all the living are rescued’. At night the scene of devastation was lit up by searchlights from the warships.


In a letter to Sybil on 6 January, Bayard was extremely critical of the way the Italians were handling the earthquake. They were preventing the foreigners from working, he wrote, while they themselves did nothing but talk. What was more, the local mayor was incompetent and corrupt. A field some way away from the city had been designated as a base for the survivors, and no rations were allowed to be distributed in Messina itself, so that the survivors who were still desperately searching the ruins were now also starving. ‘I feel that we are doing nothing,’ Bayard wrote, ‘that our only useful function would be as a registration and investigation bureau’ into how foreign helpers could ‘give more intelligently’ – a view on aid in the wake of disasters that was far ahead of its time. When some of the few remaining able-bodied members of families came searching for food they were quickly ‘deported’. ‘The brutality and folly’, he noted forlornly, ‘are simply inconceivable.’


On 10 January he wrote to his father that he had ‘accomplished practically nothing’, and had decided to explore conditions in Catania, Syracuse and Palermo, in order to find ways of spending his funds more profitably.


Among the searchers in Palermo was the historian and writer Gaetano Salvemini, who years later met Iris in Fiesole. He had come home late on the evening of 27 December and was still awake for the first warning signs of the earthquake, the ringing of bells and the howling of dogs. He just had time to leap out of the window as the walls of his house collapsed inwards like a pack of cards. Though he jumped from the fifth floor, the architrave of one of the windows broke his fall. When he regained consciousness he found that his entire family had been swallowed up – five children, his wife and his sister. Day after day, with his brother Ugo, Salvemini groped among the ruins in search of the bodies. Those of his two youngest were never found, and for months afterwards, whenever he heard about the survival of a little boy of the same age as Ughetto, who was three, he hurried to the place or sent a telegram, only to come back every time disappointed. He went back to his work, but wrote to a friend: ‘I go ahead, work, make speeches … in short, go on living. I have on my table some letters that my wife, my sister, or the children wrote. They are like their voices. And when I have read one of them, I have to stop, because a great fit of weeping overcomes me, and I should like to die.’ After Salvemini’s death, many years later, a letter of his was found, written a few months before the earthquake: ‘In my family life I am so happy that I am frightened.’


From Palermo Bayard moved to Rome, where he was outraged to find the Romans unwilling to contribute money for the refugees. There he set up a system of small loans to individual projects and enterprises designed to get families back on their feet. But since the American Vice-Consul in Messina had survived, he was no longer needed in Sicily. From Lloyd Griscom, American Ambassador to Italy, came a letter expressing the ‘Department’s high approval of the discretion, fidelity and ability shown by you’, and Bayard joined Sybil and Iris for a holiday in Portofino. Learning that he had been appointed secretary to the American Legation in Tangiers, he left for Washington to be briefed. The earthquake had done no good for his health: one night he got soaked helping to bring in a boat laden with provisions through a storm, and it was many hours before he found dry clothes. He had not been in Washington long when he had another haemorrhage.


Iris always remembered the summer of her seventh birthday, in 1909. They spent it at Camaldoli, in the forests of the Apennines, taking long walks up to the clearings where timber was sawn, looking for wild strawberries. Iris wore long white muslin dresses and floppy muslin hats. As they walked, Bayard gave her what she later realised were her first lessons in geography and history, and insisted that she should learn poetry correctly, without making mistakes, saying that seven was not too young to be able to ‘distinguish between knowing something and half knowing it’. By now she was reading in English, Italian and French. Later she used to say that she could not remember a time when she had not been able to read – ‘Of all the pleasures of life, this is the only one that, at every age, has never failed me’ – though she never forgot her English grandmother saying to her one day, ‘If you read so much now, there’ll be no books left for you when you grow up.’


It was at Camaldoli that Bayard finally accepted that, like all the other careers he had given up, he would have to abandon the idea of diplomacy, too. Characteristically, he wrote to his cousin Else that he now realised he had never really wanted to be a diplomat at all, and that a ‘quite unexpected joy’ had taken hold of him. His self-control and selflessness were remarkable, as was the optimism with which he determinedly greeted every new plan, even though it inevitably spelt the end of previous dreams. He had decided to return to Harvard, to become a specialist in colonial administration, and since Sybil’s health was also poor – colds, mild fevers, headaches – they would start by spending the winter in as many British dependencies as they could visit, countries like Egypt, Sudan and Malta. ‘I wonder how silly and impracticable such an idea (for people in our health) will seem to you …’ he wrote. ‘It is filling us with excitement, I must say.’ Before they left the mountains, Bayard and Sybil had a long talk about the future, and money. Among her papers is a note that Bayard had told her he wanted Iris to have money of her own, because he wanted above all for her to feel, not just bound to no one nationality, but free. Sybil was evidently very worried about her own position, but Bayard reassured her that on his death she would get somewhere between five and six thousand dollars a year – ‘Papa and Mama would never let my widow be in difficulty. They are really rich you know …’ In December 1909 the Cuttings boarded a private dahabiyah, a present from Bayard’s father, and sailed up the Nile, taking with them a close friend, Gordon Gardiner, a Dr Bishop and a nurse, Iris and her governess, Mademoiselle Nigg, and a crew of ten. There was also a singer for the crew, who took opium and only sang when he was in a good mood. Although in theory this was to be the first of their winter explorations of colonial life, no one any longer pretended that Bayard was not seriously ill. By the middle of the month they were moored in a little bay; a day-house was built on the sand out of matting and thatch, tents were pitched for sleeping quarters, and a shelter was made for their cow and her calf, taken along to provide them with the fresh milk consumptives were assumed to need. At night guards were posted to keep away thieves, wolves and jackals, which yelped incessantly throughout the night. In the early mornings, before it got too hot, Sybil rode out on a camel, her long green veil floating behind her from under her sun helmet. Iris rode a white donkey, and when she came back joined Mademoiselle on deck for lessons. Bayard, apparently strengthened by the warm dry desert air, would read Shakespeare’s sonnets aloud to Iris, saying that it was not necessary or even very desirable for a child to understand all that is said to it, and that it was important, always, to aim a little too high. At Christmas the whole party put on fancy dress and pulled crackers. Years later, Iris wondered how much Bayard minded not being allowed to take her on his knee or kiss her, as he had done so lovingly before his illness grew worse.


In January they moved on again, in the direction of Aswan, and Sybil wrote to Bayard’s father how, from his cabin, Bayard was looking ‘out across the great blue river to the green palms … with the fresh breeze and the warm air pouring into his cabin … He is sitting up, had a steak for lunch and can read and write with far less fatigue.’ She evidently felt more optimistic than Dr Bishop, who was worried about the sharp swings between the heat of the day and the cold of the night, and the occasional sudden cold winds. Their new camp looked out across the desert, but also lay nearer to medical help. A renowned London specialist in bacteriology was looking after Sir Ernest Cassel’s tubercular daughter, staying on another boat moored not far away, and came over to take blood from Sybil, to check that she was not tubercular. The Cassels sent some of their own supply of milk, since the cow the Cuttings had brought with them was not yielding enough.


Though she was free of tuberculosis, Sybil was not well, her constant pains and suspected heart trouble not helped by the sea-sickness she suffered every time the dahabiyah shifted its moorings. Dr Bishop dosed her with a combination of strychnine and brandy, and her weight fell to just over six stone. Iris saw little of her parents, but on her father’s good days she was rowed out to sit with him for an hour, or even just stand at his cabin door. To her grandmother she wrote in French, telling her about her white donkey, and that her father was ‘faible’ and she could not read to him as she would have liked. Bayard had begun haemorrhaging again. On 14 January he wrote to his father. His tone was cheerful as ever, but it is clear he realised he was going to have to give up his latest plan and again reduce his expectations: ‘I wish and intend to come home this year. Our day dream is to take a little furnished house in or near Cambridge for the autumn … I am not sure I shouldn’t like to have a tiny villa near Florence … You see all this plan abandons for good the idea of colonial work, though it has interested me more than anything I have ever done (and I can’t quite get out of the back of my head the hope that somehow and sometime studies of Egypt, Tunis, Algiers and Malta and Cyprus may yet be possible during the late winter months). Now, however, I’m with you in wanting to get settled somewhere near where I belong and providing Iris with a home background.’ Even as he wrote, this new dream was already an impossibility. Time was running out.


The Desarts, increasingly alarmed by the reports of both Bayard’s and Sybil’s health, arrived from England. They were only just in time to see Bayard. The haemorrhages had continued and he was now running a high temperature.


On 10 March 1910, not long after his thirtieth birthday, Bayard died. Next day Sybil wrote to his parents, describing his last hours: ‘At 1.30 he woke and talked almost like himself, not quite, for a few moments. “I just want you to be happy,” he said, “to be well and happy. I’m not interested in life – I’m too tired.” I kissed him; and he passed into unconsciousness and so died. There was no pain, no struggle, no fear.’ It was her grandmother Lady Desart who, taking Iris on her knee, told her that her father was dead. A note was sent across from Sybil on the boat to the camp on shore adding that Bayard was now ‘where there is no sadness and pain’. Iris was judged too young to go to the funeral, but before leaving Egypt she was taken to see her father’s grave, in a bare cemetery on the edge of the desert, near those of some young British officers who had died in the Sudan. More than sixty years later she wrote in her autobiography of her sense of shame that, in the days following her father’s death, she was less conscious of his death than of the black sash she wore, and of being, like the heroine of one of her books, Les malheurs de Sophie, an orphan: a form of ‘self-picturing’ which, she added, ‘has been one of my great weaknesses all my life’. Gordon Gardiner was desolate. ‘Intellectually and morally’, he wrote to Bayard’s mother, ‘I took on a new lease of life when our friendship began. His instincts [were] the kindest and sweetest … I shall never have another friend like him.’


Bayard had asked Sybil to burn the letters he had written her, and his diary, after his death. Before doing so, however, she made a copy of his last letter to her.




My dear wife, dearest Sybil,


I have begun several letters to you and not finished them as I’m so tired. They still say I may get better and, if I do, we shall, I promise you, be much happier than we have been lately … If I can just live we’ll buy a villa in Italy or somewhere beautiful and travel or go home when you are able to … and be happy together and see Iris get big and strong. I’d like that – and read and talk … I’m not quite happy about my Will. I hope you’ll have enough money to buy a house – if not Papa will help you. And later it will be just the same as if I lived. He’ll leave my share to you or Iris, I know, he won’t let my dying make a difference to my wife and child. And if Iris has the money and not you, she will not touch what I’ve left her. There must be plenty for you both eventually. I just wanted her to be free to marry or love whom she liked after she has grown up – but I hope it will always be with you as long as you want her. But it is easier to be independent. Only I can’t bear you to be poor.


It is the fight that has made it so hard – and the family – they don’t understand, they didn’t mean to, they always meant to be kind, but they couldn’t let us alone, couldn’t let us, let you decide … It made me mad. They always remembered you were English – as if that mattered – and thought that I wanted what I didn’t want.


I’d like it to be different for Iris … Make a home for her and yourself, all this travelling and homelessness is so bad for you and will be bad for her. And I don’t want her to go to school. I hate girls’ schools. I think you would both be happiest in Italy, Florence perhaps or, if Florence is too cold, somewhere near Naples. I’ve been happiest in Italy … And later, when you are well, get her to get to know my family and America, they will be so fond of her and you. But she must live with you always wherever you choose, be your child. It is all you have now, my dear. And when she is big she will take care of you. I want you to be everything to each other. Only don’t think I don’t want you to marry again – only not yet, not too soon. But you won’t, I know. Some time I’d like you to be happy, really happy again … But I thought I’d live longer … burn all my papers and letters and my diary. I don’t want that read, please. Or anything I’ve written, published, or anything written about me. I haven’t done anything, and it is silly. Mind you don’t let them. And get well and happy, girl.





Sybil destroyed everything except a copy of this letter, which must have meant too much to her for it to be sacrificed altogether.


Bayard had been right in his observations about the Cuttings: neither of his parents greatly cared for Sybil, though both his mother and his sisters and brother later became very fond of Iris as she grew older and got to know them. Sybil they perceived as too self-indulgent, too self-centred, and the few times they met again were not successful. It was perhaps not surprising if at this stage they felt strongly that Sybil’s own minor ailments had played much too big a part in the family’s peregrinations from country to country and climate to climate. Seen in this light, Sybil does not come across as a sympathetic figure; but there was more to her than this, to do with enthusiasm and a very real sense of adventure. It was her health, as it had been Bayard’s, that was her undoing.


Even for the times, the tributes to Bayard that were now sent to his parents were exceptional. Groton and Harvard spoke of his brilliance, his personality, and the loss of someone with a ‘boy’s heart, a man’s brain, and a gentleman’s great soul’. Santayana, his former tutor, called him the sanest young man he had ever met. And Edith Wharton, in an affectionate and sad privately printed memoir, said that she had never known any other ‘intelligence in which the play of ideas was so free, yet their reaction so tinged by the elusive thing called “character”.’ Bayard’s sister Olivia Cutting wrote Edith a touching note: ‘Your love and friendship were our Bayard’s particular treasures. You helped him over many a rough place … and your letters cheered him when all else failed. You knew him as few did … I sometimes think it will kill his father … Iris’s little letters are pathetic and sad beyond words.’


Yet it was Iris who, in the years to come, missed him most deeply. As a child she often cried for him; later, she thought of him as the person who would have saved her from making mistakes. He had left her one great gift, however: that of having been a hero to her during the shadowy and secret world of her childhood. Much later, talking to people who had known him and reading through his letters, she concluded that she owed to his influence her strong feelings about the Latin world, her interest in ideas and people, her satisfaction in tackling intellectual problems, and a sharp and sudden impatience; and also, perhaps, the need to write clearly and always to aim too high. But, she wondered, had he lived to become a friend to her, how would her life have been different?



















CHAPTER TWO


The Anglo-Florentines





For all her travels, by the age of nine Iris had spent very little time in England, or with her Desart grandparents. With her father dead and her mother’s plans uncertain, she was sent now for holidays to County Kilkenny in Ireland, where she quickly became extremely attached to her grandfather, known to all the children as Gabba, and to her aunt Lady Joan Verney’s children, Ulick, Gerald and Joy. They played tennis, rode and went for walks. ‘All my cousins are very nice,’ she wrote to Irene Lawley, her mother’s cousin, ten years older than herself, of whom she was very fond, ‘but I don’t know if I am more thankful to have cousins or not to have brothers. Otherwise family life is wonderfully like my remembrance of it.’ Forever afterwards, Iris thought of Desart Court as a place of ‘peace and happiness’, recalling the drawing room with its many chintzes, smelling of sweet peas, roses and wet dogs, and the large stable yard where the hunters and ponies were kept. Iris and her grandfather shared a birthday in August, which they used to celebrate by taking a picnic to a wooded hill at a place called Ballykeepe. Iris grew increasingly close to her grandfather, in whom she seems to have recognised some of the qualities that had bound her to her father, such as the need to be stoical; and it was from him she derived some of her convictions about responsibility and morality. ‘An unfailing, carefully veiled tenderness’, she wrote many years later, ‘warmed and lit our friendship.’ These were increasingly difficult times for Lord Desart, who agonised over his feelings of close attachment to both England and Ireland, ever hopeful that some compromise might yet be found to solve the growing trouble between the two. Professionally he was by now highly regarded, having been appointed a member of the Privy Council and Treasurer of the Inner Temple in London.


Bayard had left Sybil $25,000, together with furniture, books, silver and jewellery, and $300,000 in trust, a fortune in those days, the income to go to her during her lifetime and later to Iris. The difficulties with his parents over Sybil not being American, to which he alluded in his last letter to her, had obviously contributed to his request that Iris be brought up free of ‘national’ ties, and relations between the Cuttings and Sybil remained uneasy. She now decided to use Bayard’s money to follow his plan of getting a house in Florence. Renting a small villa at Rifredi, she started searching for something to buy in the hills overlooking the city, an area long popular with foreigners, and particularly the English.


One spring day in 1911 Sybil took Iris up a steep winding hill road leading to Fiesole, the walls on either side covered in wisteria and yellow Banksia roses. They turned down a drive lined with ilex trees, emerging onto a large terrace over which lay scattered mauve flowers fallen from two tall paulownias. The terrace and the loggia to one side of the large square house looked out across the domes and palaces of Florence, and across the Arno to the hills beyond. The house was called the Villa Medici, Sybil told Iris, and she proposed to rent it. It had a chapel, five main bedrooms, and a separate small house, known as Il Villino; the ground floor had hardly been touched since the fifteenth century. What was important, however, given Sybil’s precarious health, was that Fiesole was warmer and got more sun than the hills on the other side of the city. Later Iris learnt some of its history, which she repeated ‘like a diligent little parrot’, though sometimes adding her own bloodthirsty embellishments, to the many visitors who wanted to be shown over the house. It had been designed by the Florentine architect Michelozzo Michelozzi for Cosimo de’ Medici, who on spring and summer nights had held banquets on the loggia, after which there would be dancing and the reciting of poetry. Here Poliziano wrote his poem Rusticus, and Lorenzo the Magnificent discussed the nature of verse. Vasari described the Villa Medici as a ‘magnificent and noble palace’.


In the eighteenth century the Villa Medici was bought by Horace Walpole’s sister-in-law, Lady Orford, who chose the exceptionally beautiful yellow Chinese silk wallpaper that still remained in the drawing rooms, and who was well known to Florentine society for powdering her hair, smoking cigars, and riding, as Sir Horace Mann put it, with a ‘vivacity not common at her age’. In the nineteenth century the villa passed to the English painter and collector William Blundell Spence, when it was known as the Villa Spence and became the meeting-place for the English in Florence.


And so Sybil rented the Villa Medici, with its wonderful views across Florence and its exotic yellow Chinese wallpaper, and began the long process of furnishing it to her own taste. A third person also moved in with them: Sybil’s maid, Kate Leuty, known to all as Doody, described later by Iris as the ‘embodiment of stability, kindness and uncompromising British common sense’, and who provided some of the down-to-earth affectionate warmth lacking in Sybil. Dressed in a neat and invariably black coat and skirt and all-purpose comfortable shoes, her stocky figure could be seen stumping after Sybil, through Grecian temples or Egyptian bazaars, clutching all that might suddenly be needed, a hot-water bottle, perhaps, a folding stool, some smelling salts. For Sybil belonged to the tradition of the eighteenth century travellers: enterprising, imperious, immune to criticism or ridicule, carrying her own world around with her. After a long ride into the desert on a camel one day, Doody was asked whether she was very tired; ‘No, m’lady,’ she is said to have replied, ‘we are here for pleasure.’ Everywhere Sybil, Iris and Doody went, whether to an inn in Austria or to a houseboat on the water, Doody’s authority was immediately recognised and her orders obeyed. If they were camping, Sybil would stroll off looking for adventure, taking Iris with her. They would return to find Sybil’s tent put up or her room prepared, clean linen sheets and cashmere shawls on the bed, tea prepared, medicine chest opened, and possibly the ‘aroma of roast chicken’ wafting across from the kitchen tent, while from the bathroom quarters came the unmistakable smell of Condy’s Fluid. It was to Doody that Iris now wrote a touching and surprisingly childish note, signing it ‘best love and kisses from your baby’ and adding a PS:


‘I like the villa we are going to live in so much.’




 





The Florence to which Sybil and Iris came was a city beset by gossip and feuds, split up into cliques, exotic, eccentric, and – to those accustomed to the grey light of the north and the formality and starchiness of northern society – shocking in its heat and brilliance, and gloriously free. The foreign community felt less bound by convention than they might have in London, Paris or New York; it was also a very adult society, since the English in particular preferred to leave their children at school than at home. Theirs was a largely foreign social world. In 1911 the British community in and around Florence numbered about 35,000 and there were sizeable if largely self-contained groups – Iris later called them archipelagos – of French, Germans, Poles, Americans, and Russians. The old Italian families did not choose to entertain the foreigners much and sometime referred to them as the ‘anglo-beceri’, ‘becero’ meaning ‘boor’ in the local dialect. Of the many English residents the author Harold Acton, himself born in Florence in 1904, wrote: ‘They took root among the vineyards and became a part of the landscape. Their eccentricities flourished in the clear Tuscan light.’ The Anglo-Florentines loved hospitality, and admired oddity.


There was, for example, the theosophist Lady Paget, widow of Sir Augustus Paget, former ambassador to Rome and Vienna, who made all her own shoes by hand, exotic but highly impractical creations in velvet and silk, embroidered in fur. Lady Paget stayed on in Florence because the British quarantine laws prevented her taking her dachshunds back to England. Then there was a Marchese Fioravanti, a passionate anglophile who gave parties at which guests danced Scottish reels. More peculiarly, perhaps, he kept a pet crocodile in a pond in the garden, netted over so that it could not escape, and carried down to the cellar on a stretcher by four men when it showed signs of wanting to hibernate. It grew into a large and fierce animal. One spring, however, the Marchese returned home from a trip to find the crocodile dead; he had a proper funeral held in its honour, and forever after suspected his mother of its murder. Crocodiles, indeed, seem to have been something of a feature of Florentine life, for an early visitor, the composer and suffragette Ethel Smyth, has left a curious story of meeting a man in the Piazza Santa Maria Novella who was leading a long line of crocodiles, addressing them as bimbi: little children.


By 1911 it was getting on for half a century since Florence had been, briefly, the capital of Italy, and most of the city’s best-known foreign residents, Swinburne, Dickens, Trollope, the Brownings, Mark Twain, Henry James and the Goncourt brothers, had long since departed, gone home to write memoirs of their Florentine lives, leaving behind much gossip about their visits. Among the grandest, and still much discussed throughout the city, were the three paid by Queen Victoria in the 1890s. She had brought with her eighty attendants, including her Indian servants, as well as her bed, her desk, and her favourite pictures. The Florentines continued to marvel over her arrival by private train and her demands that the villa in which she was to stay should have a special water supply installed and a telephone connected. Once the red despatch boxes had been dealt with Queen Victoria was apparently keen to see the sights of Florence and in front of the Duomo one day is said to have drawn out a locket with a miniature of Prince Albert and, as she held it up, to have observed that she thought he would be interested to see how the building had been repaired.


As the Goncourt brothers had rightly observed, Florence was indeed a ‘ville toute anglaise’. There was at least one English bank, several English doctors, an English chemist and dentist; there were English shops, where could be found tea, tweeds, mackintoshes, and tennis rackets. Molini’s stocked Reeves colours and painting brushes, pens and ink. Doney’s and Giacosa, the two most fashionable cafés in the Via Tornabuoni, where the Anglo-Florentines did most of their shopping, served muffins and seedcake. Vieusseux’s Circulating Library provided English books. There were two English-language newspapers, the Florence Directory and the Florence Herald, both of which listed the social engagements of the residents and noted the arrival of visitors. Shortly before the First World War a Miss Smedly arrived from London to organise the first Women’s Club in Italy, to be called the Lyceum, a venture warmly supported by many Florentine ladies who like her wanted to bridge the gap between foreigners and Florentines, and between aristocratic and ‘bourgeois’ ladies. Social life was taken very seriously, with white tie worn for balls, and dancing classes to teach the tango and the foxtrot. All this was also much enjoyed by the smaller colony of Americans, for whom Europe in the early years of the century seemed to offer a complexity and a sense of history they could not find at home.


Nor did you have to be rich to enjoy Florence. Living was cheap, as were servants, who could soon be taught to produce a mixture of Italian and English food, with all the advantages of vegetables that were not overcooked, and who were strangers to the English plague of ‘Sunday evenings out’. Houses, villas, palazzi and even flats could all be rented cheaply, although they seemed disconcertingly under-furnished to people more accustomed to velvet curtains and fringed sofas. Some took long leases for very low rents, in exchange for repairing properties which were often primitive and long neglected by their owners. And since it was possible to find small apartments, Florence in 1911 continued to attract single women, who swapped suburban lodgings in English seaside towns for top-floor flats with marvellous views over the city. The old and crumbling walls and faded decorations sometimes contrasted oddly with the new furniture and the mementoes with which these ladies tried their best to turn their small new flats into cosy English homes.


For the visitors who came for a few months in the late spring, as for the residents who sat out the tramontana, the freezing north wind, and the winter fogs, there was a great deal to do. The city with its grand buildings and open boulevards was still comfortably empty, even if Ruskin had declared it already ruined some years before, after he found hackney coaches and omnibuses parked before Giotto’s tower. Guidebooks of the time listed 152 churches, 18 merchant halls, and 150 statues, quite apart from the Boboli gardens, the Frangelicos at San Marco, and the Pitti Palace. And days could be spent in Fiesole or strolling along the banks of the Arno, haggling for little gold boxes and miniatures in the antique shops – to buy without bargaining was the equivalent of shooting sitting pheasants. Among the visitors to the antique shops on Via de Fossi and Via Maggio was Edith Wharton, as described later by Percy Lubbock, with ‘eyes bright and rapacious’ as a robin’s darting over the furniture, bargaining with determination and skill.


Georgina Grahame, who in the early years of the twentieth century wrote a book called In a Tuscan Garden about her life in Florence, devised a test for the English who came there. It concerned their attitude towards the olive tree: if they lamented ‘our beautiful English trees’ and spoke of olives as ‘colourless grey trees’, then she knew they would never see Italy ‘with an appreciative eye or understanding brain’. There was a list of things Mrs Grahame considered essential to anyone making an excursion from Florence: it included tea, brandy, English biscuits, a teapot and a spirit lamp, a folding chair, a book box, a pillow, a pair of dark blue calico or linen blinds, a mosquito net, and a hot-water bottle. And it was Mrs Grahame who instructed her servants to treat her pets as they would be treated in England, ‘come not altri’, like us human beings.


And of course, for these residents, who for the most part felt decidedly superior to the tourists and a little superior to the Italians whose language they did not often bother to master beyond a few useful commands, there was the extremely serious business of gardening. In the Middle Ages Fiesole and Settignano were the hillsides to which Florentines went to escape the plague, where humanists and wealthy Renaissance merchants built villas, of varying degrees of grandeur, in which to enjoy country living. And to these hillsides and their villas came the foreign visitors, especially the English, gossiping about the inhabitants of other villas, or falling in love with those villas and offering to buy them. At the turn of the twentieth century there were still many villas to be had, some of immense splendour, like the Villa Medici, some small and unremarkable, but nearly all including land and woods and gardens full of ilex, cypress, stone pines, olive trees, oleanders, bougainvillaea, exotic to northern eyes more accustomed to oaks and herbaceous borders. It was exciting yet somehow safe, with so many other British about, and such familiar items in the Florence shops; it made many feel daring, but not so daring as to be alarmed.


The more hardy, whose health was not as uncertain as Sybil’s, also took houses across on the other side of Florence, at Bellosguardo orAcetri, where the villas were as fine but the sun set far earlier. Almost every house had a lemon store, where orange and lemon trees, camellias and delicate shrubs were kept in winter. And because it was largely the English who colonized the Florentine hillsides, it was the English who imposed their taste and their fashion on the gardens they took over. Olives and vineyards were replaced with lawns and deciduous shade trees, herbaceous borders were planted with irises, crocuses, peonies and daffodils, woods and scrub were cleared, and steep dry-stone-walled terraces were covered with roses: Banksias, ‘Irene Watts’ and ‘Madame Metral’. These English residents knew and cared about their gardens: they ordered their bulbs from England, and they never went away at planting time. Often, like Georgina Grahame, they wrote books about them. The mists and fogs could be depressing, the sudden frosts terrifying because of the lemon trees, but when the fireflies arrived in May and the acacias flowered, the wild dog roses sprouted on the fringes of bright green cornfields and white and red lilies bloomed, the Judas trees turned deep pink and wisteria scented the air around the house, all under a perfect blue sky, then they knew why they had come to Florence. Mabel Dodge Luhan, who spent months and a great deal of money doing up the Villa Curonia above San Miniato with red damask walls, silk brocades and Flemish tapestries, described the particular scent of Florence’s hillside villas: ‘A smell of damp, old stone, of damp box and laurel from dark garden corners where the roots are never dry, and of cypress trees soaked in sunshine, cypresses which have known only air and light. And mixed with these, the odour of dust and roses.’




 





One local resident who knew a great deal about gardening soon befriended Sybil and Iris. Janet Ross, one of the most interesting and constant of the Anglo-Florentines, daughter of the famous Lucie, Lady Duff Gordon, lived in a villa at Settignano, called Poggio Gherardo, a house described by Boccaccio in The Decameron. It had walls washed a light stone-grey colour and magnificent views across to Vallombrosa, almost a hundred miles away. From a grassy terrace you could see the domes and towers of Florence. Janet Ross was sixty-nine in 1911, the year Sybil and Iris settled in the Villa Medici. Henry James described her as ‘still handsome in a utilitarian kind of way’, but Harold Acton was more precise, noting her thick eyebrows and very sharp eyes; according to him she swore like a trooper and dismissed female suffrage as ludicrous, but he considered that she had done a brilliant job when for a short time she was a correspondent for The Times in Egypt.


Her banker husband Henry, who had kept guinea pigs which followed him around the garden and bred almost a thousand varieties of orchid, was dead; she now lived on her own, with dozens of birds in cages and a wolfhound, but she welcomed visitors, mosty of a literary kind, people who came to write their books and who knew a great deal about Tuscany and went for long walks in the surrounding hills. In winter Janet Ross could be seen in a felt hat with feathers, a black leather belt around her waist from which hung a leather notebook and the three keys to the gates of Poggio Gherardo, tramping around her land, overseeing the production of wine, oil and vegetables that brought her a regular and necessary income. In summer she exchanged the felt hat for a white linen one with two layers of embroidered muslin, rather like a child’s seaside hat. Most important among her produce was a vermouth made according to a secret recipe that she said had been given to her by the last of the Medici and which she sold to the Army and Navy Stores in London.


Like many of her guests Janet Ross wrote at some speed and on many subjects. By 1911 she had published more than a dozen books and was considered an authority on Tuscan husbandry and food, and the history of Florentine villas and palazzi. She proved a good friend to Sybil, advising her on the most reliable dealers from whom to buy furniture – she had an excellent eye for genuine antiques and paintings – and steering her through the currents of the feuding expatriate world. The English artist William Rothenstein, who visited Florence in these years, felt Mrs Ross could have walked out of the pages of Meredith: ‘A proud manner distinguished her, and courage, with a wide experience in the world. And how handsome she still was! And what a splendid villa was hers! … and what a garden, and what a table she kept!’


Janet Ross herself had strong feelings about her neighbours. Roughly at the time the Cuttings arrived she was going through a patch of animosity towards another famous Fiesole resident, the writer Vernon Lee, who lived in the Villa Il Palmerino, an unimposing but charming house with a fine umbrella pine by the gate and a delightful walled garden. Vernon Lee was outspoken, trenchant, consumed by causes, many of them unpopular, and could be extremely rude. She had protruding teeth, wore mannish clothes with her hair cropped short, and her eyes gleamed from behind little spectacles. Bernhard Berenson’s secretary Nicky Mariano, who in later years used to meet her on the tram coming down from Settignano into Florence, remarked both on the high collar and necktie Vernon Lee wore under her tailor-made clothes, and on ‘a face fascinating not only because of its almost baroque ugliness, but through the intelligence of its expression’. Maurice Baring considered her to be the cleverest person he had ever met, and Henry James pronounced hers ‘far away the most able mind in Florence’. Janet Ross, who disputed her claim to be the literary queen of Fiesole, complained about her exceptional ugliness, arguing that ugliness should be classed as a sin.


More spectacularly, Janet Ross had fallen foul of Ouida. The novelist’s dog had bitten her young son Henry, and she had had the dog punished; but Ouida, who made Florence her home for twenty-three years, was renowned for the way she treated her dogs: they ruled the household at the Villa Fannola, lapped cream out of Capodimonti teacups, ate lobster and petits fours from the table and peed wherever they wished to. Ouida believed house-training was cruel. In Friendship, a scathing three-volume novel about Florence and its foreign inhabitants, Ouida described Janet Ross, barely disguised as ‘Lady Joan Challoner’, as an immoral and witch-like woman, ‘a faggot of contradictions … a bully, but a coward’, who was cruel to dogs. Friendship split Florence into Ouida-supporters and Ouida-foes. Few of the city’s many foreign eccentrics inspired such interest, or so many pen-portraits. Percy Lubbock, another frequent visitor to Florence, spoke of her as ‘tall and angular in her stiff collar and her drab coat, fixed in rumination, absorbed and unheeding, her rugged face working in the coil and labour of her burrowing thought’. In a city of oddities, Ouida was queen.




 





Also in Settignano, a quarter of an hour’s walk from Poggio Gherardo, lived a couple who liked and admired Janet Ross, and who by 1911 were among the most prized and courted members of the English-speaking Florentine world, Bernhard and Mary Berenson. They sat at the centre of a small group of intellectuals, writers, historians and philosophers who spent much of their time talking and going off on expeditions to look at works of art. They did not always make themselves popular when visiting collections of paintings owned by English families: sometimes they would claim to have ‘discovered’ a lost masterpiece, but they were more apt to remark on misattributions. When they had visitors they toured the Florentine countryside on bicycles, and read the Bible out loud to each other, as well as Greek, Latin and English poetry. At night, on these outings, they slept in little inns and talked about poetry.


The Berensons’ house, I Tatti, which they had bought in 1907, was not monumental in the style of the Villa Medici but looked more like an overgrown farmhouse, a casa colonica, of the fifteenth century, with good proportions, standing on a hill above the church of San Martino. A long avenue of cypresses led to its entrance at the side and it was surrounded by hills covered in vines and olives. The Berensons had rented I Tatti for some years after their marriage in 1900 – they had already been together for ten years of the fifty-five they spent together; not until the death of Mary’s first husband Frank Costelloe, an Irish barrister by whom she had two daughters, were they free to marry. In appearance, as in character, they made a somewhat curious pair. Mary was a Philadelphia Quaker of ‘majestic proportions’ with a wonderful smile who addressed people as ‘thee’, in the Quaker tradition, and was untidy, somewhat greedy, profligate with money, and easily fired by lunatic schemes; Bernhard was Jewish, slender, delicate, neat, easily bored and careful with money. He loved to walk, she quickly tired; where she was rather slovenly, he fell into terrible rages over negligence and inefficiency; and while she planned endlessly to see and keep in contact with her large family (her sister Alys was married to Bertrand Russell, and her brother was the writer Logan Pearsall Smith) he went to considerable lengths to stay away from his. But they shared a passion for art; she first glimpsed Bernhard at a concert at Harvard, and from the time they met they had talked to each other about art, and also argued about it. ‘Bernhard’, Mary once wrote approvingly, ‘never lets anything stand in his way of appreciating a work of art, if it has any qualities whatever.’ By 1911 Mary and Bernhard were in their middle forties.


Berenson’s standing in Florence was due in large part to the fact that he was a recognised authority on Italian art – his chosen period was the Italian renaissance – the author of four books on the subject, and the leading figure in the sale of Italian renaissance paintings in Europe and America, particularly through his connection with the art dealer Joseph Duveen, who paid him a ten per cent commission on every picture he sold to which Berenson had given an attribution. He did this despite the existence of the Pacca Law, called after Cardinal Pacca, Secretary of State to Pius VII, who early in the nineteenth century had tried to curb the looting of Italian masterpieces for sale in foreign countries. Together the Berensons worked on the endless revision and extension of Berenson’s ‘lists’ of Italian paintings, recording where they were and establishing their attribution.


I Tatti was known, even in a city of foreigners who liked to entertain, for its unending stream of guests, disciples, friends, and what Berenson sometimes called ‘enemy-friends’. Both Berensons, wrote Nicky Mariano, who came to work for and live with them after the First World War, seemed to feed on visitors, almost irrespective of how nice or interesting they were. They were happy to talk by the hour about people, their manners and their scandals, ‘so long’, recorded Percy Lubbock, ‘as these throw light upon the chase of human nature, fit quarry for a noble curiosity’. Mary once told Kenneth Clark that no poem in the English language meant more to her than Hood’s lines ‘Give me new faces, new faces; I’ve seen all the old ones a thousand times o’er’, while even Berenson, who had the most delicate of digestions, ‘could swallow the toughest American bore’. The art historian Hermann Keyserling once remarked that Mary marshalled her guests ‘like a station master his trains, her chief ambition being not to have a car return empty from Florence’. Like Janet Ross, however, Berenson was not on speaking terms with Vernon Lee, having fallen out with her in 1897 when he accused her of plagiarism: he claimed she had stolen part of an essay written for the Contemporary Review from a conversation he had had with her. Their feud lasted twenty years. After her death a large bundle of letters was found with the word ‘rows’ on it.


Through Janet Ross, or possibly Edith Wharton, who first became acquainted with the Berensons about this time, Mary and B. B., as he was usually known, went to call on Sybil and Iris on 2 December 1911. ‘She is interesting and pleasant,’ recorded Mary in a letter to her family in England, ‘and she has a dear little girl named Iris.’ On 11 January Sybil returned the call, and the ladies evidently got on well enough for Mary to remark that it would be good if Berenson found ‘someone in Florence whom he really cares to see’. Soon afterwards Iris and her mother drove up ‘to the Tuscan wood of aromatic cypress and pine which was that day’s meeting place’, where a ‘trim figure in a pale grey suit’ with a red carnation in his buttonhole was waiting impatiently to show them a view before the light went. Berenson, according to Iris many years later, skipped up the hill and stood on the ledge looking out over the valley of the Sieve; she thought that she had seldom ‘seen anyone stand so still … Of all the facets of that complex personality,’ she wrote later, ‘this is the one that I remember the best: the way in which he would look at what lay before him.’ On another day, looking at some frescos, Berenson told her how the Indian god of the bow and arrow had taught his son to hit a mark: ‘He took him into a wood and asked him what he saw. The boy said, “I see a tree.” “Look again.” “I see a bird.” “Look again.” “I see its head.” “Again.” “I see its eye.” “Then shoot.”’ It was just the same, Berenson told her, when looking at a view or a work of art: ‘One moment is enough, if the concentration is absolute.’


How to see and how to take in what you are looking at, Iris learnt from Berenson. From her American grandparents and from her grandfather Desart came quite another lesson, one that was to be of great significance to her in the years to come: that of helping those less fortunate than herself. On 12 December 1911 her grandfather Bayard Cutting wrote to tell Iris he would not be sending her a Christmas present that year; instead, in her name, he planned to give a Christmas dinner and a Christmas present to every child in one or perhaps two children’s homes in New York. These were children who ‘cannot have much fun, and there is no one to see they have a merry Christmas … It will be for them the ‘Iris Cutting’ Christmas … I am sure that there is nothing that your dead Daddy would like so much as to know that his little daughter was bringing light into the lives of others …’ A tough and uncomfortable message for a child of barely nine.


By the summer of 1912, when Sybil set off first to Switzerland and then to America, her friendship with Berenson was such that she wrote him long, somewhat rambling letters (in handwriting almost as illegible as Iris’s later became) about books, about the way he had ‘opened’ her eyes to art – and about her health. ‘You see’, she wrote to him from the RMS Baltic on her way to New York, having left Iris once again with the Desarts, ‘I am taking you at your word and writing to you when I feel like talking …’




 





During their first years at I Tatti, while it was still rented, the Berensons had relied on their own ideas for improvements, and on the services of a local workman. The house had, and continued to have, no electricity or telephone, and only one bathroom. In 1907, with the house at last theirs, they decided the moment had come to plan it all rather better, and more comfortably. While they were installing electricity and a second bathroom, Mary argued, why not add an entire new kitchen wing, some more bedrooms and, above all, a proper library to house their growing collection of books and photographs? A local builder named Zanoni was taken on, and he brought with him his foreman, Ammannati.


A few years earlier, looking for suitable young men to accompany her two daughters, Ray and Karin Costelloe, on a motor trip around Tuscany, Mary had written to her sister Alys Russell asking for suggestions. Alys proposed Lytton Strachey, John Maynard Keynes and Geoffrey Scott, nephew of C. R. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, who had not long since won the coveted Oxford Newdigate Prize for Poetry. Strachey refused, but Scott duly arrived from Pisa and its ‘groggy tower’ and Keynes from ‘eating omelettes and discussing ethics and sodomy’ with Strachey in Genoa.


The excursion was not altogether successful. First it poured with rain; then it snowed. The car broke down. But in the evenings the young people talked about philosophy and art, and when they got back to I Tatti the party went on. Mary wrote to her mother of her delight in finding for her daughters two nice, thoroughly intelligent boys who ‘rouse all their intellectual ambitions and do not lead them into any nonsense’. But it was really Mary rather than her daughters who had become attracted, at least to Scott – Karin dismissed him as a ‘quivering freak’, maintaining that his sexual orientation was unclear and his hands trembled – though at this stage she placed him in her large category of lame ducks. Scott was just twenty-three, a pale, tall, thin young man with lank black hair brushed back from his forehead, and a pince-nez. He had very long legs, and Harold Acton thought he ‘never looked quite clean’. Iris found his face ugly and his movements ungainly, but noted that his features were suddenly lit up by ‘flashes of intelligence and laughter’. William Rothenstein, who had been invited to Settignano to paint Berenson’s portrait, said that Scott looked strikingly like a Botticelli. He was certainly high-spirited, brilliant and very receptive to the culture and hedonism offered by I Tatti and its inhabitants; just how neurotic he was did not become clear until later.


Two of Mary’s English friends, Edward and Mary Houghton, fringe members of The Souls, came to lunch soon after this Tuscan excursion, bringing with them a young English architect, Cecil Pinsent, to whom they were showing Italy. Mary remarked that he was good-looking ‘in a frail sort of way’ and that he seemed nice ‘but not very exciting … we talked and talked and the boy listened in a kind of daze’. On a visit to London soon afterwards she introduced Pinsent to Scott. On the surface, at least, although they were the same age, the two could hardly have been more different: Scott was passionate about aesthetics, philosophy and literature, while the shy and solitary Pinsent professed to care more about cars and mechanics. Yet Scott, having missed his expected First at Oxford, and therefore any chance of a good Civil Service job, was now training as an architect. To her mother Mary complained that he had turned into a ‘milk-coddling sort of person’.


By 1909 it was becoming clear that Zanoni and Ammannati were idle, and that their work at I Tatti was catastrophic. Edward Houghton proposed to the Berensons that they employ Pinsent, who was now settled in Florence and working for a Harvard art collector friend of Berenson’s, Charles Loeser, as well as designing a water parterre for Princess Ghyka at the Villa Gamberaia. Mary, increasingly captivated by Geoffrey Scott, proposed her protege, who had recently won the Chancellor’s Prize with an essay on English architecture, as Pinsent’s partner. For offices and a flat the young men, both now in their late twenties, rented two floors in the Via delle Terme by the Ponte della Trinita, from which, once one had climbed many flights of stairs, there were marvellous views over the roofs to the Duomo. While waiting for it to be ready, they moved into I Tatti and set to work. Mary called them the Artichokes, writing somewhat wistfully in her diary that the idea of ‘love of that sort’ with Scott was ‘inconceivable … Literature has nothing but contempt for an old woman growing fond of boys.’


Their progress with the building was neither rapid nor smooth, however. Scott developed boils, as he often did when he was anxious, as well as lumbago and rheumatism; he preferred talking about his future to overseeing the work at I Tatti. He had excellent taste, but little energy generally and none at all at this time. The Firm, as the Scott–Pinsent partnership had been dubbed by the Anglo-Florentines, was now nicknamed the Infirm. Pinsent was conscientious, hardworking and an excellent draughtsman, but also highly impractical, unsure of his own taste or style, and could not control the workmen. To her family Mary wrote an evocative portrait of their two young employees. Pinsent, she observed, ‘has strange periods of purposeless activity, when he will sit up all night to get a new sort of clip fastened onto his old piles of letters … These fits overtake him just when his clients’ affairs have reached le moment psychologique when he can either finish things on time … or when, by delaying … he gives his clients the idea of disorder and inattention, enrages and despairs them … Geoffrey foresees everything that people will feel, he understands the psychological effect that will be produced … Cecil is a human eel-monkey and slips out of his grasp and chatters in a tree, so to speak.’ Berenson, who was capable of terrifying fury – Mary called his uncontrollable rages at the mishaps of daily life his ‘black serpent days’ – understandably fumed when doors were discovered to have handles that would not turn, and the bills for the alterations rose to $100,000, more than three times what he had spent buying I Tatti and all its land. One day, according to Mary, he was so outraged by the Artichokes’ inefficiency and overspending that he told her he did not see how he could ever again ‘recommend Cecil for any similar job except as a pis-aller to a swindling incompetent Italian’. Berenson was also jealous of Mary’s undisguised attraction to Scott, even though he was himself in love with Belle de Costa Greene, John Pierpont Morgan’s librarian. (Belle once remarked to Berenson that Mary was so large in size ‘that she makes me feel uncomfortably like a weasel’.)


Not all exchanges between Berenson and the Artichokes were bitter, however, and there were days when he emerged to admire a newly finished corner of the house or progress on the library on which they all set such store. By 1911 the mood of disenchantment at I Tatti had been replaced by a sort of relieved surprise. The library was pronounced splendid, the new stairway ‘graceful’, and Scott’s talents and classical education had come into their own as he furnished the new rooms, travelling to Milan, Paris and London in search of carpets and chairs. So much indeed had Berenson come to trust Scott’s eye that he often encouraged him to say where he thought pictures should hang, and where sculptures would be best placed; for a while, Scott acted as Berenson’s secretary. Edith Wharton, who arrived at about this time for the first of many visits to I Tatti, called the new library ‘a bookworm’s heaven’. The house was now extremely comfortable, with a wing of quiet rooms set a side for those who wished to spend their mornings working. Edith Wharton rapidly became a close friend of both Berensons, Mary remarking that she was ‘more our sort than most people … a tempered New Englandism … She is heavy handed, but when you like her it becomes rather endearing’ – as well as of Scott, with whom she would spend long evenings discussing literature and art, and laughing over gossip and stories.


Life at I Tatti now settled into a routine of steady work, pleasurable afternoon excursions to look at pictures, or to go for walks – the car would drive them into the hills and pick them up later from some designated spot four or five miles away – and a great deal of serious talk in the evenings with the many visitors. Berenson, wrote William Rothenstein, ‘with his astonishing intellect, delighted in the play of ideas; he could illuminate regions, however remote; not of art only, but also of literature, philosophy, politics, history, ethics and psychology. And sometimes’, he added, ‘we gossiped …’


Sometimes, too, they played ‘conoshing’ (from the Italian conoscere, to know), a game that involved spreading some of the Berensons’ vast collection of photographs of paintings on to a table; then all of a painting except one detail, like a cloak, or a face, would be masked with paper, and the game was to guess the artist. Mabel Dodge Luhan, who finally left Florence shortly before the First World War, remarked that there was always talk of paintings, and schools of art, and of Berenson’s theory of ‘tactile values’ throughout the city: ‘Everybody in Florence was like that. The life was built up around the productions of the dead.’ Even Rothenstein, who enjoyed his time in Florence, had reservations about its intensity. ‘The palatial rooms in which the scholar–aesthetes lived,’ he wrote, ‘their mauve Italian furniture, their primitives, bronzes, wood carvings and Venetian stuff which one was expected to appraise, wearied me … The atmosphere in these vast apartments seemed heavy with past intrigue.’


By now Scott and Pinsent, the main works to the house done, had turned their attentions to the gardens. Fifty acres of land had come with the house, given mainly to olives, vines and meadows. The Artichokes brought to their garden designs, as to their architectural plans, two very different sets of qualities. Pinsent, who had spent his early childhood on the rolling open pampas of Uruguay, and then at his uncle’s house in the Midlands with a romantic folly made from the remains of clay pits, was practical and inventive; Scott, the Classical scholar, contributed a love of pure thought and a good grounding in literature. Both were knowledgeable about the recent history of gardening, and its current trends: the formal gardens of Edwardian England, the ornamental work of the Arts and Crafts movement, with its shrubs and old-fashioned flowers and enclosures created by trellises and pergolas, and the new-found love of nature and the rural life. They were agreed on the principle that gardens ought to be designed in close relation to the house, to be indeed an extension of the house itself; essentially this was a return to the ideas of Italian Renaissance gardens, which Scott and Pinsent, steered by Berenson and his friends, were just discovering. It was a time, too, of influential garden writing, such as that of George Sitwell, who in 1909 had written: ‘If the world is to make great gardens again, we must both discover and apply in the changed circumstances of modern life the principles which guided the garden makers of the Renaissance …’ Nearer to home, Berenson’s friend Edith Wharton, herself a keen gardener, was extremely dismissive of what she called the ‘flower-loveliness’ – the herbaceous borders – introduced by so many of the Anglo-Florentines, and eager to educate garden makers in the magic of clipped green and stonework. Like Sitwell, she argued that it was important to adapt a garden to its surroundings, with ‘an understanding of the gardener’s purpose, and of the uses to which he meant his garden to be put’. One of these cross-currents would come something quite new, not a recreation of original Renaissance forms but, rather, a restoration in a ‘historicising’ style which combined elements of everything.


Of the two, Pinsent was the better gardener. Scott was said to have difficulty distinguishing between one plant and another. Though the virtually untouched acres surrounding I Tatti were something of a gardener’s dream, the land had a problem common to many of Fiesole’s gardens: it consisted for the most part of a steep, sloping hillside. It also came with a small enclosed lemon garden, a lemon house, and a number of old cypresses. Pinsent began by incorporating the lemon house into the new garden, carrying the main axis of his overall design through its tall doorways and down the steep hill; he terraced the hillside, building short flights of steps between the levels; on every terrace he planted symmetrical pairs of parterres, the box clipped low; at the bottom he put two lily ponds; he added rectangles of ciottolato, patterns made in coloured pebbles. What became known as the Green Garden had no flowers, no herbaceous borders with roses, irises, peonies or dahlias.


Apart from the problem of the steep slope, Pinsent had the problem of Mary: Mary liked flowers, and she wanted to watch things grow, and blossom. She wished to have wisteria, honeysuckle, clematis and begonias. She loved gardenias, which she picked to put on her guests’ breakfast trays. Behind Pinsent’s back she consulted Janet Ross’s niece’s husband, Aubrey Waterfield, who was a painter and gardener. After some initial confusion, the two men agreed to carve out their own areas. Pinsent concentrated on his green garden, while Waterfield planted a meadow with narcissi, fritillaries and anemones and a walkway of wisteria. What role Berenson took in all this is not entirely clear, but his hand is probably to be seen in an avenue of three hundred ilexes leading down to a round pool, and in the line of cypresses that runs from the house to the gate at the bottom of the estate. At first he fumed uncomfortably about his new garden, but towards the end of his life admitted: ‘Though I have travelled all over the world and seen many lovely places, I now feel all the beauty I need is my own garden.’


The many guests who came to lunch at I Tatti walked around the new gardens, looked closely at the terraces, the pools, the avenues of trees and the limonaia, and liked what they saw. The reputation of Pinsent and Scott as architects and gardeners with a particular style of their own which was nearly but not quite a revival of the Renaissance spread through the rich and design-conscious Anglo-Florentine world, and they were invited to consider other jobs. One of the first was the Villa Medici.




 





It was Pinsent rather than Scott who first helped Sybil with the Villa Medici, restoring the gardens to their original design and taking heron expeditions to buy furniture in Florence’s many antique shops, or to call on the middlemen who acted for indigent Florentine noble families. Here, in the dark vaulted rooms of Renaissance palazzo could be found rococo mirrors, gold picture frames, monastery tables, brocades, fragments of sculpture: Americani con soldi (Americans with money) made most desirable clients. The Villa Medici was soon exquisitely furnished: too much so, some considered, though all admired the sala degli uccelli, the ‘room of birds’, with its exquisite silk eighteenth-century Chinese wallpaper of scarlet parrots, pied finches, chanticleers, pheasants, magnolias, kingfishers and flycatchers against a yellow background of flowers and inter-woven boughs.


But Pinsent was also a keen planner of picnics and excursions – an almost daily activity during the spring and summer months – and Scott was an entertaining provider of local gossip, so the two young men were soon frequent visitors to the Villa Medici. Pinsent in particular, wrote Iris, was becoming one of her ‘grown-up friends’. When they first met, she was nine and he in his late twenties. He teased her and drew cartoons about her life. One of them shows the two of them with Sybil, all three very thin and tall, standing shivering by the sea; another is a visual joke about Iris’s difficulty with geometry and mathematics.


Florence was where Iris began to discover what Sybil was really like. While her earlier memories were all of a reclining figure in a distant drawing room, the portrait she later drew of her mother in the first years at the Villa Medici is a generous and affectionate one, remarkably little touched by exasperation or bitterness. What she first became aware of, as the two settled down to their new life in Fiesole, was her mother’s intense vitality and ‘infectious eagerness’. When Sybil was well, which on the whole she was at this time, she would rise purposefully from her bed, dress in brightly-coloured and extremely fashionable clothes, scarlet silk cloaks, heavy pleated silk Fortuny gowns, gossamer chiffon dresses and cashmere shawls, beside which Iris’s own pinafores looked very dowdy, and prepare to go out. Wherever she went, she travelled in style: if by train, she took her own silk sheets, claiming that those on trains were invariably damp, and a maid, nearly always Doody, who immediately had the basin washed out with lavender water; if by car, she took a lavish picnic and all possible comforts, and wore a dust-coat. A popular outing was to Chianciano, a small town across the plain well known for its hot springs and waters, with a tall campanile perched on the hill above, and great grey walls. The fields that surrounded it were full of oak trees, and in the autumn the long-snouted, short-legged wiry pigs, looking rather more like greyhounds, were driven along the edge of the woods to rootle for cyclamen, known locally as panporcini or pigs’ bread. Then there were the hot baths at Rapolano, known to be good for sciatica, and those at Bagni di Casciani above Pisa, with their strong stench of sulphur, for rheumatism. From time to time they drove to San Gimignano, Arezzo or Montepulciano for lunch.


These outings could be excruciatingly embarrassing for Iris. Out driving, if Sybil happened to catch sight of an interesting villa, she would instruct the chauffeur to turn in up the drive so that she could take a closer look, in total disregard of its owners or inhabitants. Iris later described a comic but evidently agonising scene in her autobiography. Setting off by train one day, Sybil suddenly exclaimed, ‘Darling, I’m sure I smell a cigar. Would you mind explaining to the man – no, not in the next carriage, I think it must be three or four doors off – that I am very delicate …’ In agonies of embarrassment Iris would find the smoker, who did not always turn out to be very agreeable about the message she bore, then hurry back to her compartment. A few minutes later, her mother would remark plaintively, ‘Darling, I don’t think you can have explained yourself properly. Would you call the conductor?’ At such moments, as Iris recalled many years later, ‘I wished that I were dead.’


On the other hand, Sybil’s outings could also be magical, for she thrived on the exciting and the exotic, and thought nothing of spending hours searching out rare mosaics or crumbling frescos, or driving for miles down a long valley on dusty rutted tracks for the sake of a Roman bridge hidden in the undergrowth at the far end. ‘It was at such times’, Iris later wrote, ‘that I knew … I was lucky to be with her.’ And as Iris grew older Sybil took her further and further afield, to Sicily, Greece, Algeria and Tunisia, to see the Roman ruins. Invariably, travelling through some exotic place, Sybil would shed her invalidism and her insistence upon comfort, and think nothing of riding all day on a camel in search of some little-known site.


At home, there were also memorable times. Soon after they were settled in Sybil took to reading aloud to Iris in the sala degli uccelli in the afternoons after tea, Iris happily settled on the hearth rug. If she later felt she owed her satisfaction in tackling intellectual problems and her interest in ideas and people to her father, it was to her mother that she felt she owed her love of travel and of books.


Sybil was rich, and young, and lived in one of Fiesole’s most spectacular villas. The Cuttings were soon caught up in the social round of excursions, At Homes and luncheon parties; not many of the Anglo-Florentines had cars, and it was easier to pay calls, whether by carriage or tram, in the daytime. Sybil decided she would receive at teatime on Sundays, saying privately that this was when she ‘got done’ her obligations. An efficient and admired hostess, she looked ‘incredibly fragile and elegant in a capricious and original way’, the precious stones on her rings unusually turned inwards, speaking very quickly in a ‘twittering’ voice. As Iris wrote later, she had a very slight lisp, a sort of roll on her rs and ls. The tea party would be split up into congenial groups, and Iris was often detailed to take visitors around the villa. Occasionally Vernon Lee would appear, and Iris found her tailored appearance and clever conversation daunting. Or there might be an old acquaintance of the Cuttings from New York, or perhaps a member of the English Bloomsbury group, on a tour of Tuscany – many of them, as Mabel Dodge Luhan noted, learnt and sophisticated women ‘inclined, at the same time, to be emotional’. At this point Bloomsbury was not very admiring of the I Tatti circle; Virginia Woolf declared after a tea party there that it seemed to consist only of ‘numbers of weak young men and old ladies arriving in four-wheelers’, though she greatly admired the roses in Berenson’s garden. Since Sybil was prone to sudden chills and viruses, the Sunday tea party was always an uncertain event, however, and even as a young child Iris was often on the telephone, putting people off or altering arrangements her mother had made. But recovery came quickly, at least in those early days, and Sybil would rise again from her bed, ready for a new excursion to some suspected treasure.


All over the hillsides of Fiesole, Settignano and Bellosguardo the foreigners met and gossiped and jealousies and rivalries simmered, particularly among those who considered themselves art experts. ‘An atmosphere of Ouida lingered,’ wrote Harold Acton later, ‘and the Guelfs and the Ghibellines had been replaced by rival schools of art historians. Between Berenson, Home, Loeser and Perkins one never knew what fresh crisis had arisen. It must have been a difficult time for hostesses.’


On Sunday mornings the English met at the Anglican church on Via La Marmora. From time to time one or other of the better established Anglo-Florentines, with a villa or a large apartment in a palazzo, would give a party, with charades and amateur theatricals. The Ballet Russe and Diaghilev’s galas influenced all Europe, and fancy dress balls with tableaux vivants became the fashion. In Florence, in the Villa Schifanoia, a ball was held on the theme of the visit of the Shah of Persia to the Doge of Venice, combining Persian and Venetian costumes; Harold Acton’s parents wore costumes designed from Persian miniatures. And when the tango took over Florence, some of the older children like Harold Acton and Iris were allowed to attend the tango-teas to which the English flocked. There were also teas for children, often given by people who had none of their own, like Janet Ross or Mary Berenson. Even Sybil gave a fancy dress party for children every year on May Day, at which snap-dragon featured: this game, usually played at Christmas, involved snatching raisins out of a dish of flaming brandy and eating them while still alight. Iris always remembered a party at I Tatti, when a group of shy and nervous children was hanging back from whatever entertainment had been laid on for them, and Mary stepped forward saying firmly: ‘If a child performs the gestures of happiness, it becomes happy.’ On such occasions one of Iris’s most profound wishes was not to be confronted by Berenson, whom she found infinitely more alarming at I Tatti, in his immaculate pale grey suit, than when he was leaping about the rocks on a picnic. When later she learnt that some of the Florentine mothers had felt considerable sympathy for Iris over what they saw as a lonely and constricted childhood, she wrote that they had been wrong. Her childhood, she would say, had not been unhappy, even if it had been disconcerting ‘in its swift alterations between excitement and tedium, between caviar and bread and milk’.


Not everyone either enjoyed or admired life in Florence in the years before 1914. In the many books about their Florentine villas and gardens, residents have left surprisingly bitter attacks on neighbours and friends, curious mixtures of fascination and revulsion. Mabel Dodge Luhan recalled how hard she had found it not to ‘become embroiled in unending, bickering intrigues, take a side, be converted to the opposite side, carry tales, repeat secrets, constantly hear horrors about one’s friends …’ Few spoke out more sharply than an American critic, Harriet Waters Preston, who wrote of the frivolity, irresponsibility and meanness, ‘moral and pecuniary’, of the foreign colony, of ‘its prostrate subservience to rank, and its pest of parasitic toadies and busybodies’.


Pinsent, still working on improvements to the Villa Medici while much caught up in its social life, wrote to Mary Berenson, ‘I want nothing better than a compulsory occupation with a fringe of voluntary madness: the wish to get married is as far off, if not farther off than ever, in spite of (perhaps because of) the boiling atmosphere of love-making.’ Among the protagonists in this boiling atmosphere was Sybil, whose friendship with Berenson, sometime in 1914, turned into an affair. For the moment, Mary was unperturbed. To a friend she wrote that she welcomed what she called a ‘rather romantic friendship’, on the grounds that it would finally get rid of Belle Greene. ‘Sybil is such an improvement on that horrible creature! She is really an awfully nice person who can have nothing but a good influence on anyone who gets to know her.’
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