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Preface





This book is about Horace Walpole and his friends, or some of his friends to be more exact, for he was a man of many friendships. It does not set out to be a biography of Walpole, but in writing about a person’s circle of acquaintances one must, of necessity, write something of that person himself. ‘Tell me thy company,’ said Cervantes, ‘and I will tell thee what thou art.’ In the case of Horace Walpole certain of his friends have an unique interest in that they were the recipients of his letters, or they influenced him, or were influenced by him, in his capacity as an acknowledged arbiter of taste. Walpole’s correspondence was so vast, and is now available in more complete editions than ever before, that the need to know something of the people to whom his letters were addressed becomes a matter of increasing concern. What sort of men and women were they, and what was the nature of their various relationships with him? The people whose lives are recorded in this study all reflect one or other aspect of Walpole’s multifarious interests, and therefore by implication throw some special light on different facets of his character, illuminating his personality as well as their own. They have been chosen to demonstrate his interests in art and architecture, in court and political intrigue, in literature and connoisseurship, in antiquity, in the social life of his time and in the fortunes of the Whig party to which he always remained attached. They also show his emotional involvements, such as they were. Nearly all the people who appear in these pages knew each other socially, some were his relatives; most (though not all) of the men had been at school with him; and almost all of them belonged to the narrow world of the Whig establishment. In this rather general sense they could all be said to belong to the same set, and in so far as their friendship with Walpole was concerned its centre was Strawberry Hill, his gothic villa or ‘castle’ by the Thames at Twickenham.


The following gallery of pictures (it claims to be no more than that) makes no pretentions to be a work of original scholarship; it is based upon printed sources, most of which are well known and readily available, and which are listed in the bibliography. For this reason I have dispensed with footnotes, but in quoting from Walpole’s letters I have tried wherever possible without disturbing the flow of the narrative to give details of the date as fully as possible so that reference can be made, if desired, to the various editions of Walpole’s correspondence. I must thank those who have helped me in writing this book. In particular I should like to mention Mr Sidney Blackmore, Commander Colin Campbell-Johnston, RN, Mr Albert Gallichan and Mr Peter Rose, to all of whom I am especially obliged. I must also express my gratitude to the Historic Buildings Representative of the National Trust and to the Photo Archivist of the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art. Finally, I am indebted to the Principal of St Mary’s College, Twickenham, for kindly allowing me to visit Strawberry Hill, and to Yale University Press for permission to quote from the Yale edition of Horace Walpole’s Correspondence, edited by W. S. Lewis.





January 1983


B.F.



















I


Horace Walpole in his Library





1


On 10 June in the year 1755 a young Swiss artist by the name of Johann Heinrich Müntz arrived in Twickenham, then a pleasant rural retreat on the Thames sufficiently remote from the noise and turmoil of London, to take up an appointment at the villa of Mr Horace Walpole, the celebrated author, dilettante and arbiter of taste. Müntz had come to London by way of Jersey where he had made the acquaintance of Richard Bentley, a fellow artist and intimate friend of Walpole, and it was through this intermediary that he had been recommended for his post, but only after his new employer had received a reassuring answer to the important question: ‘can he paint perspectives, and cathedral-aisles, and holy glooms?’


Close to the river, just to the west of the village, near a dusty road that led up a gentle slope, Müntz would soon be able to observe gothic pinnacles rising above the trees and foliage of a well cultivated garden. These, however, were no indication of an ancient ruin or venerable monastic grange; they presented instead every evidence of the most recent construction. A pointed archway in the high garden wall led him almost at once to the house, the front door facing him at the end of a narrow recessed passageway with three cloister-like arches to the right and a high blank wall to the left. The door opened and the veritable holy gloom of Strawberry Hill engulfed him.


In the light that filtered through the painted glass windows the walls of the entrance hall appeared at first sight to be fretted with gothic traceries, and it was only upon closer inspection that the delicate medieval-looking lacements were seen to be the effect of trompe-l’oeil painting on the flat wall surfaces of the hall and staircase-well. The staircase itself, up which Müntz was conducted, had a gothic balustrade, and each turn was guarded by a heraldic antelope crouching on the newel post. A gothic lantern was suspended from the vaulted ceiling, while shields, swords, and suits of armour decorated the walls. At the top three arches gave access to a spacious landing hung with more antique weapons as well as swords and scimitars from India and Persia, two ancient muskets and other instruments of destruction. From this formidable armoury another arched doorway admitted the visitor into the library, a single step, as it were, from the spoils of war to the fruits of peace and civilization.


It is nice to think that Müntz first met his employer in the library, for this was the most recent addition to the house and still the pride of its creator and owner, with its bookcases like cathedral choir stalls and its painted ceiling enriched with heraldic shields and representations of armoured knights; it was in this setting, anyway, that he was soon to draw a pen-and-ink picture of his patron, finished in wash and body-colour, a study of elegance, grace, and airiness. We see Walpole sitting in a brocaded chair, one hand resting on the arm, an open book in the other, while more books lie on the floor beside him. He leans slightly forward as though suddenly interrupted in his studies, but it is an agreeable interruption, for he looks pleased, relaxed, and eminently self-possessed. Some few paces away stands a dog as though it, too, had just been disturbed from a pleasant doze. To the right and left are gothic book shelves stacked with heavy folios while between them a mullioned window, its upper lights rich with painted glass, reveals, across a pleasant lawn, a distant view of the Thames. It is summer, the trees are in full leaf, and upon the river a sailing boat makes its way slowly past. Below the window two altar-like fragments in stone proclaim the antiquarian tastes of the still youthful-looking figure who observes us with an intelligent if slightly quizzical regard before returning, as we feel sure he soon will, to the reading from which we have just disturbed him.


In the summer of 1755 Horace Walpole was thirty-seven years old (he was born on 24 September 1717) and had been living at Strawberry Hill for the past eight years, during which time it had undergone a complete transformation, a process of gothic embellishment and enlargement that was to continue for many years to come. He was, as he liked to describe himself, and as all the world knew, ‘youngest son of Sir Robert Walpole, Earl of Orford’, a form of self-description he would still be using on the title-page of a guide to his villa published over thirty years after Müntz’s picture had been painted, when he was almost seventy years old and as well-known in his own right as anyone then living in the literary, social or political world of eighteenth-century England. His relationship to the great minister was a matter of pride and importance to him all his life, and his devotion to the principles of the Whig party was derived from it, though in all other aspects of his personality, in his taste and temperament, even in his physical appearance, he bore hardly any resemblance to Sir Robert at all. This, not unnaturally in a gossip-loving age, was to encourage rumours after his death that he was not his father’s son but the offspring of a liaison between his mother and Carr, Lord Hervey, brother to Pope’s ‘Sporus’, a situation which, if true, would have contributed a cruelly ironic note to a misplaced filial devotion. In fact Walpole bore a very marked physical likeness to his half-sister, Lady Mary Churchill, a daughter of the Prime Minister by his mistress Maria Skerrett, and there can be little doubt that both children derived their existence from the same father, whatever the wayward proclivities of the first Lady Walpole may have been, and the remarkable gap in time (eleven years) between the birth of her youngest son and his next elder brother. Yet was such a lack of similarity between father and son indeed so strange or so unusual? All over England at this time, as Lytton Strachey was later to point out, ‘coarse and vigorous fathers were being succeeded by refined and sentimental sons; sceptics were everywhere stepping into the shoes of deists; in France the same movement at the same time brought about the triumph of the Encyclopedia.’


Walpole was devoted to his mother while she lived and to her memory after her death, which occurred in August 1735 while he was still an undergraduate at King’s College, Cambridge; and he alone among her descendants thought of raising a monument to her memory. Unlike the Walpoles, Norfolk squires of ancient lineage who had represented their neighbourhood in Parliament for some generations, Lady Walpole came from a background of trade, though also of considerable wealth. Her father was a Baltic timber-merchant, John Shorter of Bybrook in Kent, and her grandfather in his day had been Lord Mayor of London. Her son Horace, who has sometimes been described as a snob, never attempted to hide this unaristocratic connection with commerce; indeed, he took a pride in it. Writing in September 1771 to his friend William Mason on the subject of his printing press, he declared: ‘I am neither ashamed of being an author, nor a bookseller. My mother’s father was a timber-merchant. I have many reasons for thinking myself a worse man, and none for thinking myself better: consequently I shall never blush at doing anything he did.’ Eleven years later he told the same correspondent: ‘My grandfather (my mother’s father) was a Danish timber-merchant; an honest sensible Whig, and I am very proud of him…’


His father, for almost as long as his youngest son could remember, had been the great man of affairs, the chief minister and intimate councillor of the first two Hanoverian kings, the confidential friend of George II’s queen. As a boy and youth Horace had had little rapport with his father. He resented the presence of Maria Skerrett as being a slight upon his mother and when, after Lady Walpole’s death, the Prime Minister married his mistress, this did not make things any better. The second marriage, however, lasted barely three months, and in the last period of Sir Robert’s life he and his son drew closer together and the retired statesman began to appreciate the wit and agreeable flippancy of this last and least characteristic of his offspring. For all this the bucolic company that frequented Houghton in Norfolk drove the younger Walpole almost to distraction. ‘Only imagine’, he wrote to a friend from his father’s country house in the summer of 1743, ‘that I here every day see men, who are mountains of roast beef, and only seem just roughly hewn out into the outlines of human-form, like the giant-rock at Pratolino! I shudder when I see them brandish their knives in act to carve, and look on them as savages that devour one another.’


He was a somewhat effeminate young man, at least in his outward appearance, though this belied a toughness of constitution which despite a fragile exterior and delicate health saw him through eighty years of life. There was, Eliot Warburton declared in his Memoirs of Horace Walpole, something feminine in both his manners and in his tastes: ‘As a boy, as a youth, and as a man, his character bore but faint traces of masculine impress; owing, no doubt, to that motherly influence to which he often acknowledged his infinite obligations.’ On the other hand, Walpole all his life delighted in female company, and much of his best writing was addressed to his women friends in whose society he was always relaxed, intimate and confiding; though somewhat perversely when he himself was a young man he seems to have preferred much older women, those dowagers who ‘as plenty as flounders’ inhabited the neighbourhood of Strawberry Hill, and only formed attachments to younger women in his old age. This fondness for dowagers, indeed, gave rise to a certain amount of amusement among his friends. When he set off for Northamptonshire in July 1763 to visit Lady Betty Germaine, Gilly Williams (whom we shall meet later) wrote in some glee to George Selwyn: ‘Is it not surprising how he moves from old Suffolk on the Thames to another old goody on the Tyne: and does not see the ridicule which he would so strongly paint in any other character?’ ‘Old Suffolk’, the dowager countess and former mistress of George II, was Walpole’s friend and neighbour at Marble Hill, Twickenham, and her conversation and reminiscences of the court life of an earlier generation were for him a source of endless fascination.


To posterity, of course, Horace Walpole is known as perhaps the greatest letter-writer in the English language, but to his contemporaries, only a chosen few of whom knew of his skill and accomplishment in this direction, his fame rested upon his reputation as an antiquary, as the author of a gothic novel and a sombre verse tragedy, as an expert upon the history of the arts in England, as a minor versifier and patron of greater poets, and as a man of wit, position and fashion. Though a Member of Parliament for many years, his political influence, though far from negligible behind the scenes, did not bring him any public acclaim. But most of all, to the curious public, he was known as the creator of Strawberry Hill. This house was to make him famous to posterity, though to a lesser degree than did his fame as a letter-writer, just as he himself made the house famous in his lifetime. It was to become a place of pilgrimage for royalty, for the fashionable world, and for the merely inquisitive. It was visited by people from all over Europe and for better or for worse was to have a profound influence upon taste. Yet the house itself, like its owner, was remarkably fragile and subject to occasional accidents such as falling pinnacles and other minor calamities, the more prone, perhaps, because it was rumoured that much of the gothic embellishment was only constructed of plaster. So it was that Gilly Williams could remark of Walpole himself, while still only in his late fifties, that he had already outlived three sets of battlements.


Horace Walpole was a small man, slim in figure, but described by those who knew him well as compact and neatly formed. John Pinkerton, the Scottish antiquary who met him in later life, wrote: ‘His features may be seen in many portraits; but none can express the placid goodness of his eyes, which would often sparkle with sudden rays of wit, or dart forth flashes of the most keen and intuitive intelligence.’ His laugh, on the other hand, was described as being ‘forced and uncouth’. Forced or not, it often rang out. His sense of humour rarely deserted him and he hated seriousness or pomposity. Of his cousin Henry Seymour Conway, he once wrote: ‘Conway says I laugh at all serious characters—so I do—and at myself too, who am far from being of that number’, and he confessed: ‘I have no dignity.’ This was true, certainly, in the sense that he never indulged in false pride or stood upon his rank either in society or in his general dealings with mankind. He made no special claims for himself or for his abilities, but he had a nervous apprehension of ridicule that never deserted him. Satire and ridicule are the special weapons of a highly civilized society; to make a man look foolish in a world that prides itself on being ‘polite’ and polished is the worst of fates, and it was especially dreaded in the eighteenth century. To avoid ridicule was the constant burthen of Lord Chesterfield’s letters to his son, and Voltaire prayed, not without purpose, ‘O God, make all my enemies ridiculous.’ When he was nearly fifty, Walpole wrote to Madame du Deffand: ‘Long before the date of our acquaintance, this fear of ridicule was implanted in my mind, and you should surely remember how greatly it possesses me and how often I have spoken to you of it. Do not seek a later origin for this. From the minute I ceased to be young I have had a horrible fear of being a ridiculous old man.’


Walpole stood in no danger of this, not least because of his refusal to cultivate a dignified public presence. He invariably declined to accept praise when it was offered him, and made a point of disparaging his published works. He wrote to Thomas Gray in February 1768:




You will do me the justice to own that I had always rather have seen your writings than have shown you mine; which you know are the most hasty trifles in the world, and which, though I may be fond of the subject when fresh, I constantly forget in a very short time after they are published. This would sound like affectation to others, but will not to you. It would be affected, even to you, to say, I am indifferent to fame—I certainly am not, but I am indifferent to almost anything I have done to acquire it.





This refreshing lack of humbug was an essential characteristic of his personality; so too was the cheerfulness which he always tried to maintain, even when advancing age brought with it a note of disillusion not eased by the pains of gout and severe rheumatism. ‘The world is an old acquaintance that does not improve upon one’s hands,’ he wrote to Lord Strafford when he was fifty-six and beginning to think himself rather elderly, ‘however, one must not give way to the disgusts it creates. My maxim, and practice, too, is to laugh, because I do not like to cry.’


‘This world,’ as Walpole maintained in his best-known aphorism, ‘is a comedy to those that think, a tragedy to those that feel.’ To him the world was for the most part a comedy, a scene of human folly and confusion, yet one like those operatic comedies of Mozart in which there is always a haunting note of tragedy in the accompaniment for those who have an ear to hear it. It was a comedy he observed with a shrewd but detached fascination. Fate had placed him, as it were, in a stage box. He had no wish to descend on to the stage and take part in the drama. His privileged position in society offered him an unique vantage point from which to chronicle the age in which he lived. His whole life, even his choice of friends, tended to this end, and his awareness that this would be his destiny began to form, almost unconsciously, from a very early period of his existence.


2


It was as though with some prescience of what his life’s work was destined to be that at the tender age of nine Walpole managed to persuade his mother into arranging for him to meet King George I. It is the ambition of many children to see the king, but in May 1727 when the young Horace suddenly avowed this ‘first vehement inclination’ he had ever expressed, he knew that he was perfectly placed to have his desire fulfilled, with his father already for some years the most powerful minister in the land. Sir Robert’s ‘infinite good nature’, we are told, ‘never thwarted any of his children’, and so on 1 June of that year the curious little boy was taken to St James’s Palace and handed over to the care of the king’s natural daughter, Lady Walsingham, who led him into an ante-room where they found the king and his mistress, the Duchess of Kendal. Over half a century later Walpole would write: ‘The person of the King is as perfect in my memory as if I saw him but yesterday. It was that of an elderly man rather pale, and exactly like his pictures and coins; not tall, of an aspect rather good than august, with a dark tye wig, a plain coat, waistcoat and breeches of snuff-coloured cloth, with stockings of the same colour, and a blue ribband over all.’ So concentrated was his attention upon the king that he barely noticed the woman who stood by him beyond the fact of her being a ‘very tall, lean, ill-favoured old lady’. The little audience was soon over; the boy knelt to kiss the royal hand, a few words fell from the royal lips, and the child courtier was dismissed. But even in this brief encounter Walpole’s luck was with him. Within two days the king had left England for Hanover, and within two weeks he was dead. Horace Walpole must have been one of the last of King George’s British subjects to kiss his hand.


When Walpole saw George I he had just started as a schoolboy at Eton. Shortly afterwards he witnessed the proclamation of the new king when he surprised his schoolfellows by suddenly bursting into tears, though, as he later frankly admitted, his tears were induced not so much by memories of this recent meeting with the dead monarch as by the notion that a Prime Minister’s son should show more concern than other boys. Perhaps, too, he was aware of the crisis which the king’s death had created in his father’s career and shared some of the anxiety and insecurity which all his family must have felt until Sir Robert had successfully ingratiated himself with the new ruler.


After leaving Eton Walpole observed: ‘I can’t say I am sorry I was never quite a school-boy.’ It was perhaps because of this that he managed to survive what for many at that period was little more than an ordeal, and even succeeded in enjoying his time at school. An eighteenth-century public school was no place for a physically delicate and highly strung boy. They were for the most part boisterous, brutish and violent places, scenes of rough justice, frequent floggings, and even occasional riots. Eton was no exception. The elder Pitt had been so unhappy there that he refused to submit his own children to the same severe discipline, nor was he alone in thinking that the fights and feuds that formed so large a part of school life were adequately compensated for by the learning imparted by the tutors. Horace Walpole would seem an obvious victim of such a system, but he managed to survive by the force of his very difference from the average product of the place, and also from a toughness of character that lay unexpectedly concealed behind the rather epicene exterior. He quickly formed an alliance with like-minded boys who shared his own dream world, and contrived to keep the rabble at bay largely by ignoring them. In this, it is possible to believe, he was also helped by his position. In the background was the all-powerful minister, and whatever other boys might have thought of this rather odd character in their midst, there were parents to urge them not to molest the son of one in whose hands lay gifts of mitres, coronets, lucrative government posts, snug deaneries and rich canons’ stalls.


He had, of course, relations at school: the Conway brothers, Francis and Henry, the elder to end his life Marquis of Hertford, the younger a Secretary of State and Field Marshal and always Walpole’s favourite cousin and greatest friend. There was George Selwyn, later to be connected with the Walpoles through the Townshend family and destined for a life of idleness and wit; and among those not his relations two boys who shared his interest in history and antiquities, Charles Lyttelton who would one day be Bishop of Carlisle, and William Cole, never to be more than a country clergyman but to be Walpole’s friend and correspondent until his death. Then there was George Montagu of whom very little can be said except that he was charming and indolent and was to receive from Walpole in the course of his life many fascinating letters to which he was usually too lazy even to reply. Already Walpole was beginning to form a circle of friendships many of which would be lasting. We shall meet most of them again.


His most intimate friends, however, were neither relations nor drawn from the exclusive world of aristocracy and privilege. They were bound together by a compatibility of tastes, a rather whimsical sense of humour, and a sentimental bond not unusual among sensitive, rather romantically inclined adolescents. They were all precocious, and perhaps a little precious, and called themselves the Quadruple Alliance. They wrote poetry, ‘sighing some pastoral name to the echo of the cascade under the bridge’, for to them the playing fields of Eton were food for all manner of flights of fancy far removed, as they liked to think, from the thoughts of those who usually disported themselves on those legendary acres.


Thomas Gray was the chief among the three who, with Walpole, formed this alliance. He was, like the others, a year older than his friend, already writing poetry, and already marked by the touch of melancholy that was to haunt him through life. His home was unhappy, his parents estranged, his mother having been forced to keep a shop with one of her sisters in order to maintain the boy at school. Richard West was also a budding poet, but showing signs of the ill health that cut short his existence while still in his twenties. He was the most scholarly of the group. The third friend was Thomas Ashton. He was later to develop into a self-seeking and ambitious clergyman, an unattractive figure who Walpole always believed to have lost interest in their friendship when his father was no longer in a position to dispense bishoprics. This later reputation makes it more difficult to envisage Ashton as a schoolboy, though at that time he must have had qualities to make him a welcome member of this exclusive little circle. Like Gray, he came from a very different and simpler background than Walpole’s. His home was in Lancaster where his father was a schoolmaster. West’s circumstances, in theory at least, were on a grander scale. He was a grandson of Bishop Burnet and his father had been Lord Chancellor of Ireland, but the father had died when he was only ten years old. His mother, to whom he was devoted, consoled herself in the arms of her late husband’s secretary, and whether her son was at this period aware of it or not, the atmosphere at home must have been far from happy.


There was, then, this added bond between Gray, West and Walpole, that they were all three to some extent dominated by their mothers; in Walpole’s case through the involvement of his father in affairs of state and that other less mentionable affair with Maria Skerrett; for Gray, through the persecutions of a cantankerous and half-crazy father who refused to have anything to do with his son’s education and indeed who had virtually abandoned him altogether; and for West by reason of his mother’s recent widowhood. This is not to suggest, however, that they were all the time lost in a mood of melancholy. They enjoyed many private jokes such as exist in all close relationships. Walpole had a mercurial temperament and knew how to dazzle his companions by his wit and by a show of learning lightly borne, for all that he was not over zealous in his application to school work and was reluctant to undertake any task that he considered as being more than he was absolutely forced to learn. Much better, he believed, to be reading a play, composing elegant occasional verses or following the story of some old French romance.


The happiness and sentimental nostalgia with which the members of the Quadruple Alliance could look back upon their schooldays in later years owed everything to the existence of their mutual friendship. Individually, without the embracing protection of the alliance, they would probably have been lonely and unhappy and almost certainly persecuted. As it was they lived in a sort of Arcadian dream, and even adopted secret names to distinguish each other: Orosmades for Gray, Amanzor for Ashton, Favonius for West, while Walpole was the pastoral shepherd Celadon. The Thames-side meadows became the happy hills and pleasing shades of Gray’s Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College. For West, later a solitary figure at Oxford after his three friends had gone to the other university, even the walks of Magdalen could not compare with the scenes he had recently left and he recorded in a poem he sent to Walpole how








The thought, which still my breast invades,


Nigh yonder springs, nigh yonder shades,


Still, as I pass, the memory brings


    Of sweeter shades and springs.











We get a glimpse of Walpole’s feelings for Eton in a letter to West at Oxford shortly before the latter sent him this poem. Gray had been to visit an uncle at Burnham in Buckinghamshire, and Walpole wrote: ‘Gray is at Burnham, and, what is surprising, has not been at Eton. Could you live so near without seeing it? That dear scene of our quadruple-alliance would furnish me with the most agreeable recollections.’


The Etonian idyll ended for Walpole in 1734 when his friends went up to the university. Being their junior by a year he had a brief period without their company until March 1735 when he joined Ashton at King’s College, Cambridge. Gray was already an undergraduate at Peterhouse and West, as we have seen, was at Oxford, where he was entered at Christ Church. Cambridge did not weave the same spell for Walpole that Eton had done. Though he spent four years there as a fellow commoner before leaving without taking a degree, his residence was only intermittent and his attendance at lectures not over assiduous after the first year. He attempted to follow a course in mathematics but was dissuaded by the dim-eyed Professor Saunderson whose lack of sight did not blind him to the total incapacity of his would-be pupil to master the subject. After some tears of mortification and a year with a private tutor Walpole was forced to accept the professor’s verdict. More profitable time was spent learning Italian and in attending lectures in anatomy and civil law, but at no time did he over-exert himself at his studies. He wrote to West from King’s in August 1736: ‘I have been so used to the delicate food of Parnassus that I never condescend to apply to the grosser studies of Alma Mater. Sober cloth, of syllogism colour, suits me ill; or what’s worse, I hate clothes that one must prove to be of no colour at all.’ He was unfortunate in going to Cambridge at a period when the English seats of learning were not noted for much intellectual activity. There were certain individual scholars of great merit, but the general tone of the place was summed up in William Cole’s description of Walpole’s tutor, of whom he wrote: ‘Excessive Drinking, high and luxurious Eating, and other riotous Behaviour was the daily and Common Way of life with Mr. Whaley.’


Such lasting impressions as Cambridge made upon Walpole’s intellectual development came not from his official tutors but from a different and more distinguished member of the university, the somewhat sceptical divine Dr Conyers Middleton, a former Fellow of Trinity who was at this time University Librarian, a post that had been created specially for him. It is very probable that Middleton first sought out Walpole, for though he held scant regard for many of the theological mysteries of the religion of which he was an ordained priest, he was by no means averse from the thought of preferment and was known to cultivate the friendship of those who could help him climb to some perch of comfortable ecclesiastical eminence. He was a difficult and disputatious character who had spent many years in an absurd quarrel with Dr Bentley, the formidable but no less eccentric Master of Trinity, over a fee of four guineas which the latter had extracted from him in dues when he received his degree of Doctor of Divinity. Middleton considered the charge unlawful, threatened litigation, and carried on the controversy for years with little profit to himself and much loss of dignity to both parties. This, however, was a side of his life that did not concern his young friend, who was probably first attracted to Middleton by his interest in classical antiquities. Some ten years previously he had spent a time in Rome whence he had returned with a collection of antiques as well as material for a pamphlet attacking as pagan the ceremonies of the Roman Church. Middleton’s antiquarian interests were at once an attraction to Walpole, and indeed he was later (in 1744) to buy the former’s collection and install it at Strawberry Hill.


Middleton, however, had another and more profound influence upon the younger man. When Walpole first went up to Cambridge he shared with his friend Ashton an evangelical faith and they would go together to pray with the prisoners in Cambridge gaol. These pious practices did not long survive his encounter with the Doctor of Divinity. Middleton was an eloquent expositor of the principles of deism, that rather cold and passionless religion which appealed so strongly to certain eighteenth-century minds and which went little beyond a belief in a benevolent First Cause and an attitude of moral rectitude in the conduct of public affairs. Conyers Middleton himself questioned the verbal inspiration of the Scriptures and turned a sceptical eye upon the evidence of miracles in the Early Church. His Free Inquiry into Miraculous Powers, written some years after Walpole’s time at Cambridge, and considered by many people to lead to total unbelief, summed up the ideas that Walpole now found so congenial, though curiously enough it was this same book that was later to drive the young Edward Gibbon, if only temporarily, into the arms of the Roman Catholic Church. Middleton’s views were reinforced for Walpole by his reading of Fontenelle’s Entretiens sur la pluralité des Mondes, which he later told Pinkerton had first rendered him an infidel with regard to orthodox Christianity. Atheism, on the other hand, he deplored. ‘It is gloomy,’ he declared, ‘uncomfortable, and, in my eye, unnatural and irrational. It certainly requires more credulity to believe that there is no God, than to believe that there is. This fair creation, those magnificent heavens, the fruit of matter and chance? O impossible!’


This rather arid deism sufficed him for the rest of his life. If any creed were required of him he provided it many years later in a letter to Madame du Deffand:




I believe in a future life. God has created so much that is good and beautiful that we can trust him for the rest. We should not deliberately offend him. Virtue must please him, therefore be virtuous. But nature does not permit perfection. Therefore God will not condemn what is not according to nature. This is my profession of faith. It is very brief and very simple.





It was also, he might have added, the creed of many of his contemporaries not a few of whom, like Dr Conyers Middleton, were beneficed clergymen of the Church of England. It seems almost unjust that the latter did not, in the end, derive any promotion in the Church from his friendly association with this apt and influential pupil.


Walpole’s deistic beliefs were no doubt suitable for one who remained a detached observer of the human scene. He showed little interest in the religious controversies of his time, though he confessed to Pinkerton a ‘real affection’ for Bishop Hoadley whose view of the Church reduced it to little more than a department of state. ‘My faith in him and his doctrines’, he declared, ‘has long been settled.’ His curiosity was aroused by ecclesiastical gossip rather than by doctrinal problems. Episcopal appointments concerned him only from their political aspect: a Whig bishop was a good bishop. As to the Methodist revivalists, the effusion and unction of their utterances seemed to him no more than histrionics; he likened them to actors ranting on the stage. Neither Whitefield nor John Wesley much impressed him. The former he considered vain and not over scrupulous in money matters; the latter, though ‘wondrous clean’ in appearance was none the less ‘as evidently an actor as Garrick’. When Dr Johnson’s prayers were published Walpole (who never liked or appreciated their author) confessed himself bewildered and shocked: ‘One laughs at every page, and then the tears come into one’s eyes when one learns what the poor being suffered… Johnson had all the bigotry of a monk, and all the folly and ignorance too.’ If Walpole’s unemotional faith excluded any mystic flights, it also protected him from anything resembling the dark night of the soul.


It can be questioned, however, whether so intellectual a system of belief can be of much help at a moment of great emotional crisis, and it is no wonder that Gray doubted whether his friend’s religious faith would be strong enough to support him through the ordeal of his mother’s death. She died on 20 August 1737 and the blow was so prostrating to Walpole that for a time his closest friends trembled for his sanity. To others Lady Walpole had not seemed a very impressive character. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu found her ‘an empty, coquettish, affected woman’, and certainly one of the reasons for the breakdown of her marriage was that Sir Robert found more intellectual companionship in the society of his mistress; but to Horace Walpole she could do no wrong, she had been the centre of his existence. The love she gave him was the yardstick by which all other offers of affection must be measured and few would be counted worthy to come near it. It was the only comparison he could think of when he was later tormented by the thought that he might not see again that other mother-figure in his life, Madame du Deffand. The embarrassments which her endearments had so often caused him were forgotten in a moment of unconscious insight when he spoke of her as ‘this best and sincerest of friends, who loves me as much as my mother did’.


The death of his mother just over a month before his twentieth birthday was the first and almost certainly the greatest loss he would ever suffer. It left a scar that never entirely healed. Never again would he risk so close an emotional relationship; indeed, from now on his deeper emotions would be kept under strict control. His life would continue to be full of friendships with both women and men, but all his personal relationships would fall short of any commitment of a more passionate nature. He found the friendship of women a stimulation. As Pinkerton remarked in the biographical sketch he prefaced to his volumes of Walpoliana, ‘he was an elegant and devout admirer of the fair sex, in whose presence he would exceed his usual powers of conversation; his spirits were animated as if by a cordial, and he would scatter his wit and petits mots with dazzling profusion.’ But the fact that his most favoured female companions for the greater part of his life were women older than himself suggests that his search was always for some replacement to fill the gap in his emotional life that his mother’s death had caused.


His friendships with men, a significant number of whom, in particular Mann, Chute, Gray, Selwyn, Montagu and Cole were, like himself, all bachelors, were amicable, intimate, and usually long-lasting, and this coupled with his rather effeminate mannerisms and somewhat epicene wit has encouraged some observers to suggest that Walpole was homosexual. There is no doubt that the feminine side of his character was strong, but this is not in itself evidence of homosexuality. His friendships with men, like those with women, are characterized by a similar detachment. He does not seem, in short, to have had a passionate nature, and his distaste for any too intimate involvement with others increased with age. Love, even in the eighteenth-century sense of meaning no more than a close and warm affection, must be kept at arm’s length. ‘Consider how little you have known me,’ he wrote in March 1766 to John Craufurd, a younger man who had hoped to form a closer friendship with him,




consider my heart is not like yours—young, good, warm, sincere and impatient to bestow itself. Mine is worn with the baseness, treachery and mercenariness I have met with. It is suspicious, doubtful and cooled. I consider everything around me but in the light of amusement, because if I looked at it seriously I should detest it. I laugh that I may not weep. But don’t love me, pray don’t love! Old folks are but old women who love their last love as they did their first. I should still be liable to believe you and I am not at all of Madame du Deffand’s opinion that one might as well be dead as not love somebody. I think one had better be dead than love anybody. I can go no further. I have taken the veil and would not break my vow for the world.





It is impossible now to penetrate behind that veil, drawn, as it was, with such finality and such determination over the face behind the urbane public mask. It might be said that for someone who suppressed his sexuality as rigidly as Walpole that it is immaterial whether the hetero- or the homosexual element predominated; the question becomes almost irrelevant. ‘Pray mind,’ he told Sir Horace Mann when describing how he was roused from sleep by an earthquake tremor in 1750, ‘Pray mind, I lie alone …’ There was a virginal quality about him which set him apart in a robust age when even (according to Walpole’s own testimony) an archbishop of York could keep a mistress and appoint his illegitimate son as chaplain. The true character of Walpole’s emotional nature continues to elude us as, during his lifetime, it appears to have eluded his contemporaries.
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If Walpole fought shy of emotional attachments, it did not have the effect of withering his feelings or of making him appear frustrated or withdrawn. He had a light-hearted streak in his personality which made him respond quickly and happily to the enjoyment of others—sometimes in ways that startled his more staid contemporaries. One of his friends was Lady Mary Coke, who never forgot the respect owed to her position as a duke’s daughter and who professed an almost religious admiration for members of the royal family. In June 1770 she was staying with Walpole’s relatives, the Conways, at Park Place near Henley, where the company included the king’s aunt Princess Amelia as well as Walpole himself. One evening, just as the party were getting ready for cards a group of morris dancers appeared on the lawn and displayed their skill with such abandon that Walpole, to show his delight, began to pirouette about the room in time to their music. Lady Mary was rather shocked, but the princess thoroughly enjoyed the spectacle of the gyrating fifty-three-year-old, and perhaps to administer a mild rebuke to the other for being so disapproving, asked her to dance as well. ‘Not being able to obey her commands,’ Lady Mary recorded rather smugly in her diary, ‘she pulled me into the middle of the room, and would have danced with me, if I had not begged H.R.H. to honour me with any other commands.’ There was an exuberance in Walpole’s character that could even overcome his fear of ridicule, as when he astounded Lord Blandford’s guests one spring evening by appearing among them with his head garlanded in sweetpeas, or when he welcomed some visitors at Strawberry Hill wearing a lace cravat carved in wood by Grinling Gibbons and an immense pair of gloves embroidered up to the elbows that had once belonged to James I. On the latter occasion, which occurred when he was entertaining some distinguished guests from France, Walpole was enchanted by the sensation his odd appearance caused, especially its effect upon the French servants who, he declared, ‘firmly believed this was the dress of English country gentlemen’.


This was all a part of Walpole’s way of presenting his life to others as though it were a light-hearted frolic, an endless masquerade in which nothing very serious was ever attempted or achieved, a view of his activities which he promoted with such success that many people took it for the truth. Thus in a letter to Lady Hervey, the former Molly Lepell whose charms had been praised by both Voltaire and Alexander Pope, he gives a sketch of a week in his life in June 1765 which those who knew him only superficially (and his nineteenth-century detractors after his death) would eagerly take as a picture of the whole.




I am almost as much ashamed, Madam [he tells her], to plead the true cause of my faults towards your ladyship, as to have been guilty of neglect. It is scandalous, at my age, to have been carried backwards and forwards to balls and suppers and parties by very young people, as I was all last week. My resolutions of growing old and staid are admirable: I wake with a sober plan, and intend to pass the day with my friends—then comes the Duke of Richmond, and hurries me down to Whitehall to dinner—then the Duchess of Grafton sends for me to loo in Upper Grosvenor-Street—before I can get thither, I am begged to step to Kensington, to give Mrs. Anne Pitt my opinion about a bow window—after the loo, I am to march back to Whitehall to supper—and after that, am to walk with Miss Pelham on the terrace till two in the morning, because it is moonlight and her chair is not come …





People reading such an account of how his time was spent, and unaware of his other more serious activities, might well come to Macaulay’s wholly false opinion that Walpole was a man to whom ‘whatever was little seemed to him great, and whatever was great seemed to him little. Serious business was a trifle to him, and trifles were his serious business.’ In fact, well aware that one person’s serious business is a great bore to someone else, he contrived to keep his more important concerns out of his correspondence except when it was addressed to those to whom he knew it would be of interest. His manners were just as good when he put pen to paper as when he was in the drawing-room and he would no more be tedious in correspondence than he would be in conversation. Furthermore, as we have already noted, he always played down his abilities and accomplishments, wondering indeed how a real genius could support the compliments he must meet with, knowing, as he told Lady Ossory, ‘that when they tumble down to my sphere they make me sweat’.


In fact, whatever faults Walpole may have had, idleness was not one of them. He was always busy from the moment he got up until he finally retired to bed, often in the small hours of the morning. With his books and memoirs, his correspondence, his antiquarian research, his collections, his building and architectural plans, his gardening, his parliamentary attendance and political intrigues on behalf of his friends his days and hours were always full. Laziness in others he rather despised. Müntz, alas, was ultimately to fall from grace with his employer for this fault among others. Thus to Richard Bentley, another culprit in this respect, Walpole wrote in a cautionary spirit in 1756:




I have been here [at Strawberry Hill] this week with only Mr. Müntz; from whence you may conclude I have been employed—Memoirs thrive apace. He seems to wonder (for he has not a little of your indolence, I am not surprised you took to him) that I am continually occupied every minute of the day, reading, writing, forming plans: in short, you know me. He is an inoffensive, good creature, but had rather ponder over a foreign gazette than a pallet.





To the fashionable world, however, the fiction of a tranquil and retired existence must be maintained. In 1774, the year in which he first compiled the catalogue of his collection at Strawberry Hill, in itself evidence of his continuous activity as a tireless if somewhat eccentric connoisseur as well as an arbiter of taste, we find him writing to Lady Ossory with gentle irony:




You yourself owned, Madam, that I am grown quite lifeless, and it is very true. I am none of your Glastonbury thorns that blow at Christmas. I am a remnant of the last age, and have nothing to do with the present. I am an exile from the sunbeams of drawing-rooms; I have quitted the gay scenes of Parliament and the Antiquarian Society; I am not of Almack’s; I don’t understand horse-races; I never go to reviews; what can I have to talk of? I go to no fêtes champêtres, what can I have to think of? I know nothing but about myself, and about myself I know nothing.





And yet, for all his real industry as a writer and chronicler of his times, there is more than a hint of fêtes champêtres in Walpole’s life which now, in an uglier and more violent age, gives it a compelling and poignant charm. The echoes that come to us from the fretted and gilded traceries of the long gallery at Strawberry Hill, so gay and elegant in its interpretation of gothic gloom, the plaintive sound of french horns from the cloister below, the complimentary verses struck off the printing press to surprise a visiting Marquise du Châtelet or soften the heart of a formidable bluestocking, or that salute of fifty nightingales ‘who, as tenants of the manor, came to do honour to their Lord’ and speed with their song the departing guests, all combine to speak of a leisurely, cosmopolitan and cultivated civilization that has now vanished for ever.


How pleasant to inhabit such a world, to pass one’s time in agreeable occupations, to acquire a reputation as a man of letters by the occasional writing of useful, sometimes original, and never wholly trivial publications, to be an acknowledged authority in all matters of taste and virtù. ‘I can figure no being happier than Horry,’ wrote his friend Gilly Williams, ‘Monstrari digito praetereuntium has been his whole aim. For this he has wrote, printed, and built.’ ‘To be pointed out by the finger of passers-by’ (as Williams’s tag translates) perhaps exaggerates Walpole’s attitude to fame though, as we have seen, he never denied the pleasure his celebrity sometimes brought him. His real hope, however, was in the verdict of a larger audience, and it was a disinterested hope, for he could never know what the verdict might be. For while his novel, his play, his periodical ventures into historical controversy, his parables and poems were praised or condemned by contemporary critics, he knew that posterity alone would be able to judge his most important work when his letters and memoirs would be published after his death. It was to this unseen audience only that he addressed his major work, and it was their approbation alone that he really desired, and time has justified his aspiration.


From where then, did the money come to sustain him in these occupations? As a younger son Walpole had no landed estate to inherit and he did not follow any of those professions then considered suitable for cadets of noble houses: the Church, the Army or the Law. His fortune, which by the end of his life was considerable, was derived from various patent places he held under the Crown to which he had been nominated during his father’s years of power. The sinecures he held included the offices of Controller of the Pipe, Clerk of the Estreats, and Usher of the Exchequer. Where duties were to be performed these were undertaken by a deputy who was paid a salary from the funds of the office, but the bulk of the revenue went into the pocket of the patent holder who was neither expected nor required to do anything in return for his profit. Trying to secure such a place under government, like hoping to marry an heiress, was considered a perfectly legitimate activity for a young man of family at the period of Walpole’s youth, but as the century wore on the custom came in for growing criticism.


Walpole answered his critics boldly. He held his places as much by law, he declared, as any gentleman held his estate, and more by ancient tenure than many of them. Nor, he added, with an eye to those families enriched at the time of the Reformation, was his source of wealth wrung from the Church in violation of the intention of the original donors. He had as much right to his income as deans and prebendaries had to theirs. It remained, however, a sensitive point with him, and when the whole system came under attack when Edmund Burke was paymaster during the Rockingham administration of 1782 he felt obliged to make some justification of his position.




It is very difficult to state my case, [he wrote in the course of a long memorandum] and not seem to defend it. But I am telling the truth, and not pleading for favour—at least, my object is to obtain a favourable opinion of my character. I am far more indifferent about my fortune. But surely any impartial man will reflect how grievous it must be to a disinterested mind to be held up to the public as a blood-sucker, under the invidious name of a placeman—to be one of those pointed at by country associations, as grievances that call for speedy correction and removal; in short, to be confounded with contractors and other leeches that have grown out of the profusions and abuses of the time, though my office has existed from the oldest times, and has existed under the best government. Public distress demands economy and correction. Be they exercised, I desire no exception. But being guilty of no servile, of no direct means in obtaining, augmenting, or retaining my office, I am ready to resign that office; but I will prove (and defy all mankind to detect me in a single falsehood) that I have held my place with honour, and have nothing to palliate or conceal in my execution of it.





To the nineteenth century, which never really warmed to Walpole, there was something additionally shocking in his being a placeman; and it remains an embarrassment to his present-day apologists.


Walpole at least could claim that in comparison with the literary legacy he left to posterity, which is now regarded, in addition to its intrinsic artistic merit, as an indispensable source for our knowledge of the period, his country had not done badly out of the bargain. In his own day he was always generous in the financial help he gave, or tried to give, to others. He twice offered to share his income with his cousin Henry Seymour Conway, once when the latter was hoping to get married, and later when he had been dismissed, unjustly as Walpole thought, from his government appointments; and in later life he tried, with equal sincerity but equal failure, to make up the pension of his friend Madame du Deffand when he learnt that the French authorities were about to stop it. He also offered shelter in his house to a natural daughter of his father when he discovered that she was living in neglected and much reduced circumstances. She was not a very prepossessing individual, having been jilted in early life by a young man who later rose to become a bishop and was now, in her later years at Strawberry Hill, according to William Cole’s description, of a ‘squat, short, gummy appearance’, so that she could hardly have added much to the charms of the place, but her half-brother made her welcome in his home for six months in every year for the remainder of her life.


He was, in fact, a humane and kind-hearted man who reacted with horror at many of the inhumanities of his age. He did not harbour resentment. When he heard that a highwayman who had nearly killed him in a hold-up and robbery had been caught and was standing trial for his life, he refused to give evidence against him. When the unfortunate Admiral Byng was under sentence of death, Walpole, though he did not know Byng personally and was not actually in Parliament at the time, made strenuous efforts to have the sentence reversed. Long before the anti-slavery movement had got under way he was already a vigorous opponent of the whole degrading institution. ‘We have been sitting this fortnight on the Africa Company,’ he wrote to Sir Horace Mann in February 1750, ‘we, the British Senate, that temple of liberty, that bulwark of Protestant Christianity, have this fortnight been pondering methods to make more effectual that horrid traffic of selling negroes. It has appeared to us that six-and-forty thousand of these wretches are sold every year to our plantations alone!—it chills one’s blood. I would not have to say that I voted for it for the continent of America!’ So, too, when he heard that Colonel Christopher Codrington had left estates in Barbados to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel but had also stipulated that three hundred slaves should continue to work on them, his reaction was one of disgust. In a letter to Richard Bentley, he asked ironically:




Did one ever hear a more truly Christian charity than keeping up a perpetuity of three hundred slaves to look after the Gospel’s estate? How could one intend a religious legacy, and miss the disposition of that estate for delivering three hundred Negroes from the most shocking slavery imaginable? Must devotion be twisted into the unfeeling interests of trade?





His horror would have been complete had he known that the pious beneficiaries of this bequest had branded their newly acquired slaves with the word ‘Society’ on their chests.


Walpole was unjustly accused of having been indirectly responsible for the suicide of Thomas Chatterton which, if indeed true, would have been a serious countercharge against his reputation for kindness of heart. The real reason for this whole unhappy episode lay, however, not in any act of Walpole’s but in Chatterton’s own devious personality, and in the deceptive approach he made to Walpole when sending his ingenious forgeries for the latter’s critical opinion. If Chatterton had been able for an instant to throw aside his morbid fantasies and present himself to Walpole as he really was, a sick, indigent but immensely talented boy in desperate need of help, there can be little doubt that the help he needed would have been forthcoming. As it was, his dishonesty and intention to mislead involved Walpole in a situation where his own particular morbid fear, that of ridicule, added further confusion to the situation. To be the dupe of a confidence trick, be the trickster ever so much a genius, is not an enviable situation to be in. Walpole, who suffered deeply from the insinuations made against him, at least had the magnanimity to remain silent in the face of the slanders that assailed him, and left his justification to be published only after his death.


If Walpole showed any intolerance, it was towards the Roman Catholic Church, though not towards individual members of it, for he professed an admiration for Pope Benedict XIV whom he hailed as ‘beloved by Papists, esteemed by Protestants … a Prince without favourites, a Pope without nepotism, an author without vanity …’ and he showed a lively and sympathetic interest in the activities of the Cardinal of York, grandson of James II, as these were related to him by Sir Horace Mann. But he had a typical Whig prejudice against the Roman Church as an institution, considering its influence inimical to liberty. ‘Papists and Liberty’, he roundly declared, ‘are contradictions.’ For this reason he was opposed to any measure for Catholic emancipation. This attitude sprang largely from his strong political loyalties which made him less dispassionate than he might care to have admitted. If he could dismiss Catholics in a sweeping judgement he could do the same for the Tories. ‘Whig principles’, he maintained, ‘are founded on sense: a Whig may be a fool, a Tory must be so.’
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Walpole never seriously considered marriage, nor did he ever keep a mistress, though he may fleetingly have cast himself in the role of lover in Florence in 1740. He was a natural celibate. Marriage, or rather the thought of himself getting married, was a subject upon which he would occasionally jest. Thus a quip of Gilly Williams when the public inquiries of a certain Mr Gilbert had revealed the value of Walpole’s Ushership of the Exchequer prompted him to write jokingly to Lady Ossory:




Apropos to matrimony, I want to consult your Ladyship very seriously: I am so tormented by droves of people coming to see my house, and Margaret [his housekeeper] gets such sums of money by showing it, that I have a mind to marry her, and so repay myself that way for what I have flung away to make my house quite uncomfortable to me … Mr. Williams said this morning that Margaret’s is the best place in England, and wondered Mr. Gilbert did not insist on knowing what it is worth. Thank my stars, he did not!





But bachelors are solitary people, and Walpole was essentially gregarious; it was for this reason that friendship was so necessary to him. As the youngest son of his family by so many years, he was cut off from his elder brothers and sister, nor were his relations with his brothers always harmonious, though he remained on good terms with his younger illegitimate sister who became Lady Mary Churchill after her marriage. He disliked his namesake and uncle ‘old’ Horace Walpole upon whose rustic ways his nephew as a young man expended a good deal of ridicule. ‘I really was charmed with Wolterton,’ he wrote after visiting his uncle’s Norfolk estate in September 1742, ‘it is all wood and water! My uncle and aunt may, without any expense, do what they have all their lives avoided, wash themselves and make fires.’ Not a remark, it will be agreed, to endear one to the older generation of the family, but the idea so amused Walpole that he could not resist recasting it in verse, revealing, at the same time, the very unflattering nickname he had devised for his aunt:








What woods, what streams around the seat!


Was ever mansion so complete?


Here happy Pug and Horace may,


(And yet not have a groat to pay,)


Two things they most have shunned, perform—


I mean, they may be clean and warm.











But if he failed (in his more youthful days at any rate) to strike up a cordial relationship with the elder members of his family, he would in due course become a favourite uncle to a growing tribe of nieces, nephews, and ultimately great-nieces and great-nephews, so that at the end of his long life he could tell Lady Ossory in the last letter he wrote to her of the ‘about fourscore of nephews and nieces of various ages, who are each brought to me about once a year, to stare at me as the Methusalem of the family’.


Family piety, too, inspired much of his antiquarian and genealogical research. ‘I am the antiquarian of my race—people don’t know how entertaining it is,’ he wrote to Cole in June 1775. ‘Who begot whom is a most amusing kind of hunting; one recovers a grandfather instead of breaking one’s neck—and then one grows so pious to the memory of a thousand persons one never heard of before.’ Thus it was an agreeable discovery to find the ancient families of FitzOsbert and Robsart among one’s ancestors and to have their escutcheons blazoned on the library ceiling. This in its turn gave way to pleasant fantasies, so that the old coats of mail, broadswords, quivers, longbows, arrows and spears that adorned the armoury were soon, as Walpole told Mann in the description of his house sent out to Florence in the summer of 1753, ‘all supposed to be taken by Sir Terry Robsart in the holy wars’.


So we return to the library where we first surprised Walpole as he sat to Müntz’s pencil in the summer of the year 1755. As a man whose whole life was spent in copious if rather disorganized study and in communicating his discoveries, spiced with contemporary gossip and anecdote, to his friends scattered over England, France and Italy, this room provided him with those sources upon which he relied for information and verification. It was essentially a working library; he was not interested in fine editions in themselves, and like any such collection it reflected his character and tastes. The Latin classics were well represented as in any eighteenth-century library, but Greek authors less so. History, antiquity and topography filled many shelves, as did titles connected with his special studies, royal and noble authors and the history of British art. There was a good collection of sermons; erotica hardly featured at all except for Payne Knight’s Worship of Priapus which had caused such consternation among the prudish when it was published in 1786, and a book illustrating the Spintrian medals. Large folios of prints from various countries, views of palaces and gardens, descriptions of processions and fêtes filled the shelves on each side of the window that forms the background to Müntz’s sketch.


Perhaps the largest section in the library consisted of French books: romances, poets (Boileau was his favourite French poet) and of course the letters of Madame de Sévigné, whom he revered as the greatest exponent of the art in which he himself excelled as brilliantly. She was his ‘adored Madame de Sévigné’ as he told one correspondent, while to another he praised her as one who ‘spread her leaf-gold over all her acquaintance, and made them shine’. He never lost an opportunity to extol her gifts. When Cole met him in Paris in 1765, Walpole took him on a special pilgrimage to see the house where she had lived: ‘a Corner House’, Cole noted in his diary, ‘which he carried me on Purpose to see, not far from the Port St. Antoine, at the entrance upon the Boulevarts, as well as I remember.’ The gifts Walpole most prized in her are those which we now enjoy so much in his own correspondence: ‘her allusions, her applications are the happiest possible. She had the art of making you acquainted with all her acquaintance, and attaches you even to the spots she inhabited.’


Here in his library Walpole spent his industrious mornings while in the evening he sat writing at his books, notes and letters, sometimes until two in the morning, refreshing himself with occasional cups of coffee. ‘I pass all my mornings in the thirteenth century,’ he once wrote to his friend John Chute, ‘and my evenings with the century that is coming.’ Though his eye was ever focused on posterity he was a person who felt a special affinity with past ages, with the gothic gloom and the ‘true rust of the barons’ wars’ that he tried to recreate at Strawberry Hill. The future was so fascinating and vague; the past now so safe and complete. In January 1766 he wrote to George Montagu:




Visions, you know, have always been my pasture, and so far from growing old enough to quarrel with their emptiness, I almost think there is no wisdom comparable to that of exchanging what is called the realities of life for dreams. Old castles, old pictures, old histories, and the babble of old people, make one live back into centuries, that cannot disappoint one. One holds fast and surely what is past. The dead have exhausted their power of deceiving—one can trust Catherine of Médicis now.





This nostalgia for the past sprang, of course, at least in part from a distrust of, a certain shrinking from, the dangers of too committed an involvement in the affairs of the present, especially in the business of public life with all the disappointments of thwarted ambition and frustrated hope. Better far, he believed, to stand aside and watch, listen and record that some remote posterity might find the same safety and escape in a past he was now rescuing for it from the oblivion of time. So too with personal relationships. He must avoid the wounds that love inflicts even if it meant denying himself the fullest experience of love. Walpole was loyal and faithful to his friends, but the relationship was always intellectual. He could end a friendship abruptly if he feared deception, indifference or disappointment, and occasionally did so. He never again risked the trauma he had suffered after his mother’s death. The past no longer has the power to hurt; no more have stones and mortar. If we are to look for a real love in Walpole’s life we shall find it, perhaps, not so much in any special or particular friendship as in that strange and unique manifestation of his dreams and fantasies, his ‘castle’ of Strawberry Hill.
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