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The higher a man is gifted by nature, the less willing he is always to acknowledge any obligation to any other being, however just or decent.




 





Benjamin Haydon, February 27, 1824




 





There is something burly and bold in this resolute genius which will attack only enormous subjects, which will deal with nothing but the epic … and so instead of laughing at Haydon, which you and I were just about to do, let us check our jocularity, and give him credit for his great earnestness of purpose.




 





Thackeray, Fraser’s Magazine, June 1845






















Introduction





Benjamin Robert Haydon was born in Plymouth in 1786, and died by his own hand in 1846. He was the son of a bookseller, whose mother was born Mary Baskerville, and was descended (according to Haydon) from the great printer to Cambridge University. He also liked to say that his father came from the family of Haydon of Cadhay, ‘one of the oldest families in Devon’. No evidence survives to support either claim, but in his autobiography Haydon gives a convincing impression of his father, many of whose traits of character he plainly inherited. In the words of George Paston, the author of B. R. Haydon and his friends, Haydon senior was ‘a veritable John Bull, who believed England was the only great country in the world, swore that Napoleon won all his battles by bribery, refused to believe that there was a poet, painter, sailor, soldier or statesman outside England, and would have knocked down any man who dared to differ from him’. His son was ‘alternately petted and scolded, allowed to take his own way and then punished for taking it’. He certainly ‘never learnt self-control in boyhood’.


In 1804 he made his way to London, and his own Autobiography gives a wonderfully vivid account of his first steps there, though how much it is embroidered is impossible to say. From that time on, his father refused to give him any financial support in his struggle to become an artist. His furious enthusiasm for his art caused him to work such long hours, often no doubt in bad light, that his eyesight certainly suffered, though this may not have been the cause of his shortcomings as a painter. However, he soon made a number of friends, some of them, like Keats, Hazlitt and Wordsworth, already on their way to great fame. He was also taken up by patrons who included Sir George Beaumont and Lord Mulgrave, though he very soon fell into the regular habit of biting the hand that fed him, and biting it hard. But three quotations from his letters soon after that time indicate that it was not only as a solitary diarist but also as a communicator to others that his gifts were so remarkable. In 1817 he was recommending the consolations of religion to Keats:




I am always in trouble, and wants, and distresses; here (i.e. in prayer) I have found a refuge. From my soul I declare to you I never applied for help or for consolation, or for strength, but I found it. I always rose up from my knees with a refreshed fury, an iron-clenched firmness, a crystal piety of feeling that sent me streaming on with a repulsive power against the troubles of life.





And eighteen months later:




The ‘agonie ennuyeuse’ you talk of, be assured, is nothing but the intense searching of a glorious spirit, and the disappointment it feels at its first contact with the muddy world. But it will go off, and by-and-by you will shine through it with fresh lightsomeness.





At an early stage he made the unfortunate decision to concentrate almost entirely on large pictures devoted to historic and religious themes, at a time when any sort of regular demand for them was quite in eclipse. But Haydon felt he had no choice: ‘Nothing moves me but the heroic or the sacred.’ This involved setting his face against what was certainly the most probable road to success, that is to say painting portraits or alternatively what Gainsborough called ‘sweet landskips’. In 1815, when he took Canova to see a fellow artist, James Northcote, he wrote to Wordsworth as follows:




I took him, by his own desire, to see a painter who once painted some fine things but who, from love of money, deserted his post, and has sunk into a portrait-painter. I could not help watching his miserable mortification, as he brought forth his wretched affairs. At last, and with a face of painful despair – an air of withered littleness – he said, ‘We must all paint portraits here, Sir’ … I feel convinced the pang that cut him was a punishment he will not forget.





In a brief introduction, there is no need to summarise the rest of the career that unfolds in the Journals themselves. But for a rounded view, perhaps no one has given a more perceptive sketch of Haydon than Aldous Huxley in A Crown of Olive. Until he descends to sneering at Haydon’s religious faith, without which he would surely have foundered many years before he did, Huxley sees him very fairly, though with all the advantages of hindsight, and through twentieth century eyes. He compares Haydon’s own self-portrait with the study of him by Georgiana Zornlin in the National Portrait Gallery (see p. 161), which Huxley says ‘might be a portrait of Mussolini: flashing eyes, square strong jaw, wide mouth with full, floridly sculptured lips’. Whereas the self-portrait shows ‘a very large yet delicately modelled aquiline nose, and a less formidably protuberant chin. It is as though Mussolini had been strangely blended with Cardinal Newman.’ He adds that Haydon ‘was endowed with a sharp and comprehensive intelligence; an excellent judgement (except where his own productions were concerned); a daemonic vitality: the proverbial “infinite capacity for taking pains”; a mystical sense of inspiration, and a boundless belief in his own powers … a gift of expression, even a literary style. Never was anyone more clearly cut out to be an author … As a romantic novelist what might he not have achieved?’ Sir Harold Acton has said that he finds Haydon a more exciting writer than Ruskin, and his Journal was described quite simply by Max Beerbohm, in a letter to Siegfried Sassoon, as the best he had ever read. Of course, had he written it as a novel, the reader would have been spared his besetting faults, chief of which, anyway as far as writing is concerned, is an obsession with the rightness of his own views and the automatic, malevolent wrongness of anyone who disagreed with them. On the other hand, what we should have missed in his vivid descriptions of real life! The sharpness of his eye, especially in his youth, is very striking. For example, in the Grand Trianon at Versailles, in 1814, after Napoleon’s departure, ‘the fire place had a look of recent use; the tongs and poker were black’. While he clung with a passionate force to the general strength of feeling of the Romantics, he utterly rejected their anarchy, and anything tending towards it, especially with regard to the wild selfishness and disloyalty of Shelley, Hazlitt and the Hunts, and their general claims to be free from the restrictions and obligations by which lesser mortals are bound.


Of his other contemporaries, his close friend and correspondent Mary Mitford, whose own sketches and plays enjoyed great success, wrote to Elizabeth Barrett (later Browning) that ‘those animal high spirits are a gift from Heaven and frequently pass for genius, or rather make talent pass for genius – silver-gilded’. And six years after his death she wrote that ‘he was a most brilliant talker – racy, bold, original, vigorous; and his early pictures were full of promise; but a vanity, that amounted to self-idolatry, and a terrible carelessness unjustifiable in many matters, degraded his mind and even impaired his talent in art … Anything so rapid, so brilliant, so vigorous as his talk, I have never known’. The other qualities that shine through the Journals are an overwhelming devotion to art for its own sake, a passionate resentment at what he saw as its neglect, and a readiness to suffer the utmost extremes of hardship in order to live up to his own lofty standards; though against that has to be set his willingness to inflict perpetual troubles on his infinitely unfortunate wife, whose endurance and loyalty were almost superhuman. Next was his quite exceptional resilience, and his endless capacity for recharging his batteries, after no matter how many rebuffs and rejections, largely under direct divine inspiration, as he bears witness many times. Only a month before taking his own life, when oppressed by overwhelming financial problems, he could write in his journal, ‘When I paint I feel as if Nectar was floating in the interstices of the brain,’ that brain which was sadly so soon to become fatally unhinged. The fact that his highly intelligent friends – including Sir Walter Scott as well as Elizabeth Barrett and Mary Mitford – remained devoted to him, though fully aware of his failings, is the strongest possible proof of his qualities. Huxley is therefore not altogether right in saying that ‘the magic dwindled as he grew old and tired and querulous and hysterical with repeated failure’. Rather, it was ‘the agony of ungratified ambition’ (Journal, 20 January 1842) that was to lead to his miserable end.


His real tragedy, in a practical sense, was his failure to realise that the world simply does not owe anyone a living on his or her idiosyncratic terms. It is very sad for painters whose merits are not recognised until after their death, and even sadder if they are not recognised even then; but painting, like anything else, is subject to the laws of supply and demand. If you are unwilling ever to pay the faintest attention to what your contemporaries want, what right have you to complain – especially in terms as violent as Haydon’s – when they fail to buy your work? Not even the greatest artists have a God-given right to please themselves exclusively, and also to be paid for doing so. Rather like Hilaire Belloc a century later, Haydon thought he could attack people, and bore them by riding his own hobby-horse into the ground, and at the same time prosper in the world, simply because of the exalted and exalting nature of his aims. Both were aware of this intermittently, but not deeply enough to find the cure which in reality lay in their own hands. (By a coincidence, Belloc’s English grandfather, the Birmingham solicitor Joseph Parkes, acted as a trustee in June 1832 for the public subscription to a mediocre painting by Haydon connected with the passage of the Reform Bill.) What Haydon needed was to have lived in the Middle Ages, and to have painted historical pictures as described in a book that he read in the same year 1832, Joseph Strutt’s The Chronicle of England. ‘Historical delineations,’ he wrote in his journal, ‘are frequent in ancient manuscripts, beside which they had larger pictures representing passages in History and the actions of great men, to preserve the memory of Valour and other Virtues.’ This is what Haydon wanted to do, for example in the case of the Duke of Wellington, and on a larger scale in the frescoes in the Houses of Parliament when they were rebuilt after their destruction by fire.


Yet when one looks at most of his pictures, it is not difficult to see why he was rejected. The sad fact is that his powers of execution did not begin to match up to his aspirations, especially in his oil paintings. All the same, no less an artist than G. F. Watts stated that ‘his expression of anatomy and general perception of form are the best by far that can be found in the English school; and I feel even a direction towards something that is only to be found in Phidias’, (the greatest sculptor of ancient Greece). But for all that, Haydon’s Alexander and Bucephalus hangs to this day at the top of the back stairs at Petworth, and even as generous a patron as Lord Egremont did not give Haydon more than two commissions. Indeed, Haydon’s accounts in his Journals of his visits to Petworth are of far greater interest than his picture that hangs there. Punch, or May Day, was acquired by the Tate Gallery, but is kept in store. The Mock Election, which struck Queen Victoria and Lord Melbourne as being ‘clever, but the colouring not English’, was based on the artist’s own observation while in a debtors’ jail. Admittedly it now hangs in Buckingham Palace, but in a humble position in the Equerries’ Room, and not where it might be admired on state occasions. Huxley is surely right in saying that on canvas ‘his lines are heavy, hard, uncertain and insensitive’. His composition is often clumsy, and his colours crude and inharmonious. Yet his drawings in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter, some of which are reproduced here, bear out Watts’s judgement, and a volume devoted to them would be a very worthwhile project. For the purposes of this edition, his major works are on too large a scale to be worth reproducing, even the curious group of Newton, Voltaire, Wordsworth and Keats which he included in the crowd in Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem.


Nevertheless, although he doomed himself to failure in the world, there remains something irresistibly arresting – inspiring even – about his sheer fervour. ‘Call me not hence,’ he says in one of the many prayers which he records in the Journals, ‘until I have accomplished the great object of my being, till I have entirely reformed the taste of my country … till the Arts of England are on a level with her Philosophy, her heroism, and her Poetry, and her greatness is complete.’ And on a more mundane level, when he showed his picture of Solomon to his wine merchant and asked him ‘whether I ought after such an effort to be without a glass of wine, which my medical man had recommended, “Certainly not,” said he, “I’ll send you a dozen.”’


Malcolm Elwin, in his edition of extracts from the Autobiography and Journals (Macdonald, 1950) aptly observes that ‘All the busy interest and susceptibility to impressions of Pepys is here.’ But apart from their sheer natural verve, the Journals often have an extra particular interest through their author’s conversations both with his patrons and with the sitters in his large picture of the Reform Bill banquet which still hangs at Lord Grey’s old home at Howick. There are, it is true, occasions when what he records as facts are flatly contradicted in other more reliable sources; but besides Lord Grey and his son-in-law Lord Durham, many of the other protagonists spring to life in these pages, including Melbourne, Lansdowne, Althorp, and Lord John Russell. So too does Sir Robert Peel, who only knew Haydon towards the end of his life, and perhaps for that reason thought so well of him that he gave his son a position in the Public Record Office and his widow a pension. However it is not the politicians but the writers, poets and other artists to whom we must look for a first-hand confirmation of Haydon’s gifts. Three years before his death he reminded Wordsworth in a letter how in his younger days ‘Walter Scott, Charles Lamb, Hazlitt, David Wilkie and Keats attended my summons and honoured my table’. As well as honouring his table, Keats, Wordsworth, Leigh Hunt, Lamb and Elizabeth Barrett all celebrated him in sonnets.*


The selections from the Journals which follow are only a small fraction of the total. The only complete text is in the five volumes edited with meticulous care by Willard Bissell Pope, who acquired the original manuscript from M. Buxton Foreman, published it at the Harvard University Press in 1969, and died in 1988. Any reader who has an appetite for more should refer to this splendid complete edition, and it is a great pity that lack of space has prevented the inclusion here of many of its interesting and enlightening footnotes. The two volumes of Correspondence and Table Talk edited by the diarist’s son Frederick Wordsworth Haydon in 1876 consist of anecdotes of varying interest, mostly concerning other people, and not revealing Haydon’s own extraordinary character to anything like the same degree as the Journals themselves; but they also contain some revealing and absorbing letters to and from Keats, Wordsworth, Miss Mitford, the Duke of Wellington and Lord Melbourne. Best of all the descriptive books on Haydon is The Life and Death of Benjamin Haydon by Eric George (Oxford University Press, second edition 1967), in which the author is extremely successful in his ‘attempt to exhibit a vast ambition, and to show the tragedy for a man of brilliant gifts, who for a time seemed to his contemporaries almost to justify his enormous pretensions, but who lost the race’. The Journals themselves may be more vivid and immediate, but for an objective but still sympathetic view of Haydon, Mr George is excellent.


Also of interest is B. R. Haydon and his Friends by George Paston, in fact a pseudonym for Emily Morse Symonds (James Nisbet, 1905) and The Autobiography of B. R. Haydon, skilfully edited in 1927 by Alexander Penrose, a Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge, who declared that ‘he has left to posterity one of the most fascinating and spontaneous examples of autobiographical self-analysis that exists in any language.’ It is however true to say that most of the materials in the autobiography derive from the Journals (which were not available to Penrose) and are presented afresh either to put them in more general focus or simply to show their author in a better light. Before reaching his conclusion, Penrose’s feelings towards his subject had gone through a series of stages which may also be followed by other readers. First, a strong attraction to the courage, the intensity and the sheer resilience of Haydon’s character, and the Pepys-like qualities observed by Mr Elwin. Next, a loss of patience with the egomania, the wilful and shameful neglect of ordinary obligations to family, friends and creditors, and the growing habit of magnifying the power – and malevolence – of his opponents; and finally, a true sympathy with him in his exhausted dejection (possibly worsened by a disease of the brain) when the crowds poured in to gape at Tom Thumb in the Egyptian Hall, and totally ignored the last despairing exhibition of his paintings next door. A letter that he wrote to Miss Mitford in 1828, eighteen years before his tragic death, strikes a note of warning: ‘I like to see a fellow who has not committed murder die like a gentleman! There is something self-willed and grand about that defiance of an unknown HEREAFTER. Don’t you think that Cato was more of a hero than Napoleon by putting an end to himself? I suspect I do.’


Nobody could write as good a book on Haydon as those he wrote himself; but the last word may be left to H. H. Asquith, who wrote of Haydon that ‘his Autobiography though less well known, is not less remarkable than the Confessions of St Augustine … he discloses to us his own personality with a freedom not unworthy of Rousseau, though one will look in vain to Rousseau or any of his imitators for Haydon’s simplicity and sincerity’.


His violent self-righteousness may have frustrated most of his aims, but his sheer vitality and his quite exceptional powers of observation and description make him an irresistible subject. By means of many omissions one can spare the reader the longueurs and the occasional tedious passage, and string together a series of jewels of the English language that have never been available in a convenient form, with the result that they have been quite undeservedly neglected. A few scholars may say they know all they want to know about Haydon, but there are grounds for hoping that many general readers will find a glorious new experience open to them.






* The sonnet which Haydon received from John Keats on 19 November 1816 links him with Wordsworth as two of the leading lights of what the poet looked on as a brave new world about to dawn. It is only fitting to print it here, with a few details of the circumstances:






Great Spirits now on earth are sojourning,


He of the cloud, the cataract, the lake,


Who on Helvellyn’s summit, wide awake,


Catches its freshness from the Archangel’s wing:


He of the rose, the violet, the spring,


The social smile, the chain for freedom’s sake:


And lo! whose steadfastness would never take


A meaner sound than Rafaelle’s whispering.


And other spirits there are standing apart,


Upon the forehead of the age to come;


These, these will give the world another heart


And other pulses. Hear ye not the hum


Of mighty workings?


Listen awhile, ye nations, and be dumb.








Haydon replied that he would like to send the sonnet on to Wordsworth. Keats, who was aged twenty and had not yet published anything, though his sonnet on Chapman’s Homer was to be published the following month, anwered that ‘the idea of your sending it to Wordsworth puts me out of breath’, and Haydon duly sent it off with a charming letter of recommendation. Three months later Keats addressed a second sonnet to Haydon as principal champion and enthusiast for the Elgin Marbles, containing the lines






Forgive me that I have not eagle’s wings,


That what I want I know not where to seek.








Haydon wrote back as follows:




 





I love you like my own brother. Beware, for God’s sake, of the delusions and sophistications that are ripping up the talents and morality of our friend (i.e. Leigh Hunt). He will go out of the world the victim of his own weakness and dupe of his own self-delusions, with the contempt of his enemies and the sorrow of his friends, and the cause he undertook injured by his own neglect of character…. God bless you, my dear Keats, Do not despair. Collect incident, study character, read Shakespeare, and trust in Providence, and you will do, you must.

























ONE


1808–1817





1808




July 23. I left Town for Dover [on] the mail and arrived there the next morning. I walked about in Town and about evening wandered away to Shakespeare’s clift; here perhaps, I said, Shakespeare has stood, here Lear defied the Storm, there, as I looked towards the Castle, Cordelia died; how many Kings of England have embarked from Dover to France? For the first time in my life I saw the white cliffs of England, beating back the murmuring surge, and as the Sun shot a last gleam athwart the ocean, I caught a glitter of the distant coast of France – how I felt. There, I thought, is France, the proud enemy of England.


I staid on the clift of Shakespeare till twilight was far advanced, and as I moved down towards Town, and turned round to take a last look for that night of the clift that towered in the Sky and was almost lost in the embruno tint of twilight, how grand it would be, it flashed into my mind, if there [were at] the top a Colossal Statue of Britannia, with her Lion at her feet, surveying France with a lofty air.


I recollect once I happened to say a great colossal Statue of Neptune at the Admiralty, one foot on one side & one foot on the other, holding in one hand the telegraph, towering in the air so as to be visible for miles, would [be] an ornament worthy of such a city. ‘You had better,’ said a collector of Dutch Pictures, with a sneer, ‘propose it to Parliament.’ ‘That I would,’ said I, ‘were there the least chance of success.’ It’s a melancholy thing for those whose whole ambition is the advance of the National taste – to see all the faculties of men, squeezed into an inside of a tasteless dutch Room, with a woman clouting a child – all the delight English men feel is in cocking their nose close to the Picture, and let its intellectual qualities be what they may, condemn or praise in proportion to its mechanical excellence. They talk of Raphael & the Cartoons, but they merely talk – for God knows they feel e’en little enough. Wherever I dine, wherever I go, a string of technical phrases that are for ever on the tongue, without effort or reflection, are perpetually uttered – how that floor is imitated, what a colour that turnip is, how delightful is that cabbage, look at that herring – wonderful – what could you expect from infants if you talked to them about art – but that they would be enchanted at the imitation of their doll, or their bells. People might be forgiven – but Noblemen, refined, educated, classical Noblemen, the ministers of the Country, the government of England, instead of standing at an awful distance, and surveying with dread great works, instead of being ambitious of having their Souls elevated, and their minds expanded, instead of this, to see them rush, with their heads jammed as if in a wedge, clap up their glasses before a Picture, and uttering exclamations of ravishment and rapture, at a smutty crock, or a brass candlestick. What do they admire in it? The character or the mind? No, the dutch part, the touching, the knifes, the pewter plates, and tin saucepans – this is all they comprehend – this is what they look for, and this is what they see —


God, I wish for the spectre of Michael Angelo to frown them into grandeur, but even his spectre, and a vision of the Capella Sistina at his heels, would stand a poor chance, with such an opponent as Jan Mieris, at the Table of an English Noble Connoiseur.


Good God, is this the end of Art, is this the use of Painting? Mere mechanic deception; can Painters really excite a Man to Heroism, or urge a Man to Repentance, or excite a Man to virtue? No, certainly, not in such minds it never can; Pictures with such properties would pass unheeded by. O God, why was I not born to be known to Pericles or Lorenzo di Medici? O God, how would I acknowledge in Gratitude thy kindness, could I but find such Patrons, such Protectors, could I but find some one of rank who would relish grand fancies and promote grand art – In thee I trust still – Amen —







September 20. Began my Picture once again [The Assassination of Dentatus]. Wilkie Breakfasted with me on his return from Lord Lansdowne, a portrait of whose Lady he has brought home, which is truly exquisite. I had no idea of his being capable of so much, it gives me real pleasure. God Bless our exertions, and let Death only put an end to our improvement.


October 16. Let me not reflect how sillily I passed this precious day, no Greek or reading in the Bible till the evening, and then I fell asleep and did not wake till one o’clock.


October 17. I felt in the evening an inclination to see Macbeth, I went, but whether it was that their performing in the Opera house gave the figures less effect, I fancied Mrs Siddons acted with very little spirit in the scene where she comes out when Macbeth is in Duncan’s chamber she says, ‘That which had them drunk, hath made Me bold,’ &c., she ought to have been in a blaze. I, who had been accustomed to read Macbeth at home, at the Dead of night, when every thing was so silent that my hair stood up, grew quite enraged & disgusted and left the house before the third act – No Academy – negative day.


December 3. Improved the hand and arm of my Hero, put in the head but took it out again. O God grant I may do it right at last.


December 4. Breakfasted with Wilkie; at church Sidney Smith preached – he took his stand for Xtiantity on St Paul’s conversion – if his vision & conversion were the effects of a heated brain or fanaticism, it was the first time that madness gave a new direction to a man’s feelings. I have never heard a more eloquent man. Spent the evening in writing my ideas about art, at Mr Hoare’s request, who is publishing in the encyclopedia [Encyclopaedia Britannica, 4th edition, published in Edinburgh in 1810].


December 5. As I walked along Fleet Street, I felt hungry and went into Peele’s coffee house to have some soup, it was such an idle thing in the middle of the day, that I shrunk in, blushing, fearful to look up for fear of meeting the eyes of Michel Angelo’s spectre, crying, ‘Haydon, Haydon, you Idle rascal, is this the way to eminence?’ – in spite of such reflections in I went.


December 7. People say to me, you can’t be expected in your second Picture to paint like Titian, & draw like Michel Angelo but I do expect it, and I will try – and if I take liberties with Nature, and make her bend to my own purposes, consider you should not venture to do what Michel Angelo might, but I will venture, I’ll dare anything to accomplish my Purpose.


December 8. After a night of continual interruption and reflections literally excrutiating about my Hero, I arose quite in a fever of anxiety, and set about it. I hope I have it all right to go upon, but I cannot tell till to-morrow. O God grant it may be so. Sat up till one, writing some Ideas about the art for Mr Hoare as I promised him; it is not my business to write, old men should write and give the world the result of their experience.





December 10. Went on with my head; improved it; there must be no delicacy of feeling & refined sentiment in the head of a man bred up in Camps in the stern heroic feelings of a Roman. Arranged the Rocks rightly.


On the helmet of one of my figures I have put some light, airy ostrich feathers, which give a more ponderous look to my Hero —




December 12. Called on Fuzeli, staied three hours, talking of the Art, Italy, Michel Angelo, Homer, Virgil, Horace, enough to make a man mad. When Fuzeli dies, where shall I meet ‘his like again’? I do not know any body I feel a greater affection or reverence for.





December 15. Seguier called, liked my head much; thinks it will do, so do I in some measure, with a few alterations. Improved the position of my dying figure.


What are painters doing who from neglecting Nature have degenerated into Manner? A man of real Genius will not suffer Nature to put him out, he will make Nature bend to him, he will force her into his service.




December 20. Altered the leg and thigh of my Dying Figure. After every victory and every exertion of Buonaparte [Madrid fell to Napoleon on Dec. 3, 1808] the people of this country console themselves with finding fresh difficulties that must be insurmountable. What man of Genius thinks of difficulties? To indolent asses they may be difficulties, but to Buonaparte only stimulants. Nothing is difficult; it is we that are indolent.





1809




January 23. It has been the fashion to talk of the Greeks as beings above us, all attempts to reach whom were absurd, and a very proper way of talking, if we were contented with looking and not exerting, but how far did ever useless rhapsody advance human intellect? How far Winckleman or any other learned rhapsodist conduced to the improvement of modern art, impudently attempting [to] ridicule our ever possessing the faculty of refinement, because our London atmosphere happened [to] be smoky and our days rather dark. Painting requires more protection & encouragement than Poetry, Philosophy, History, Law, or Music. An Artist must be employed, or there must be a prospect of a Protector.


January 29. At Church. All last week I spent days & nights in excrutiating anxiety about Sir John Moore and our brave army in Spain. Thank God he beat the French; it’s pretty clear now that our Soldiers are as great as our Sailors. What would I have given to have been in the Battle of Corruna, and to have finished my Picture afterwards. O God, grant I may astonish mankind as a great Painter and then die in battle, and let me not die undistinguished. I fear it will be impossible for me to die in Battle – how can it be brought about I don’t see, but I live in hopes as these are strange times.


Feby. has ended. I neglected to go on with my Journal. My Picture is advanced, & I hope improved. Drury Lane Theatre burnt down. I ran down and got up on Somerset House leads. Nothing could exceed the sublime Horror of the Scene. I saw the whole South front, 450 feet, fall in at once; it sounded like a distant crash often thousand rocks. When the explosion of gun powder burst out, a column of fire expanded upwards at least a mile and then vanished.





March 1. Every thing the Greeks did must have been on a clear principle, which could be pointed out to all, of distinguishing characters. In the finest Greek works, the art and principles are compleatly concealed by being united with a feeling for the simplicity & beauty & Nature.


Before Lord Elgin brought those heavenly productions into England, it was always a matter of caution to young Painters to beware of mixing the principles of Sculpture with Painting, to beware of making your figures like the Antique. Nothing could be more disgusting than to see young men square out their forms with all the Pedantry of knowledge, but now copy precisely any figure from the Temple of Theseus, and it will have all the probability & simplicity of inartificial nature and be adapted exactly for Painting, tho executed with as much art. There is nothing like Stone, nothing like regulated system apparent, all art lies hid.




March 5. Raphael and Michel Angelo had less difficulties to combat, in giving satisfaction than they that are born in the present age. Their works were alone the criterion, and the People’s taste was as progressive as their improvement, but now the eyes of connoiseurs are so debauched by the works of Rubens and the Venetians, that form will not satisfy alone, without all that soft voluptuousness of pencil, which is the result and not the beginning of labour.





April 24. Passed the day in reading Shakespeare. Had a beautiful conception of Romeo leaving Juliet. Made a sketch. Also Lady Macbeth besmearing the faces of the pages with blood in dim half tint, while in the back ground Duncan murdered, stretched over the bed, and the door open. Macbeth seen leaning against the banisters.


Romeo & Juliet. In the garden the trees limpid and glistening with the dewy grey tone of morn; day just broke and shooting against the vault of Heaven, the moon fading at the approach of light, the morning star.


In a balcony Juliet & Romeo; Juliet hanging on his neck, telling him it’s not yet near day; her hair carelessly diffused about her heavenly neck. Romeo, a fine erect, heroic limbed youth, pressing her gently to his bosom, pointing to the east, unable to tell her what is really the truth, that day is beginning to break.


How odd that such opposite conceptions should come into my head, almost at the same instant, as Lady Macbeth, smearing blood, and Romeo leaving Juliet. I cannot acct. for it.




April 28. Lord Cochrane has had the order of Knighthood conferred on him. I could not read the ceremony without feeling an envy of his glory. Painters never can expect such honours. How I should have been delighted to [have] been in that battle with him. I like the idea of fire, shot, shells, dying groans, tremendous explosions, enthusiastic huzzas, dying efforts, blazing fires, and all the horrors, terrors, fury, rage, & smoke of a thundering battle.


May 13. How success or a prospect of success operates on men’s minds. Two months since I dined at Lord M[ulgrave]’s with Sir G[eorge] B[eaumont] & W[ilkie]. L. M. & Sir G. B. were delighted with my picture. There was then every prospect of it being hung in a good situation in the Royal Academy and attracting public approbation. All their conversation was on the beauties of my Picture, on my perseverance, how fine this was or how fine that. I finished my Picture, sent it to the Exhibition, where by the rascality of Mr West it was hung so that nobody could see it. Of course every body pitied me, said it was a shame. Lord M. behaved to me like a noble fellow and expressed his feelings with indignation. Wilkie’s Pictures were hung where they deserved, and still excited as much applause as ever, which they deserved also. I dined again at Lord Mulgrave’s and with some company. Two months since, when I shewed an inclination to speak, every body turned towards me and listened with attention and smiles, but now my observations were drowned in clamour.


May 14. I began to study in London in lodgings in the Strand, 342, May 20th, 1804, and studied night [and] day, till I brought a weakness in my eyes, which obstructed me for 6 weeks. In January, 1805, I first entered the Academy. March, went into Devonshire, where I obtained bones from a Surgeon of Plymouth and drew nothing else for three months; returned to the Academy in July; met Wilkie there first time. Studied incessantly, sitting up many nights, shattered myself so much obliged to leave off. Went into Devonshire for the recovery of health. Began to paint after two years’ application to Anatomy & Drawing, May, 1806. Commenced my first picture, October 1st, and finished it March 31st, 1807. Went into Devonshire for 6 months. Studied heads from Nature. Came to town. My dear Mother died at Salt Hill. January 1st, 1808, commenced my second Picture, Dentatus.





Journal of a jaunt into Devonshire in company with Wilkie. Wilkie and I left London on 22 June for Portsmouth, with a letter of recommendation to Sir Roger Curtis, the Port Admiral, from Gen’l Phipps (Lord Mulgrave’s Brother) telling him if an opportunity occurred to send us on board a man of war for Plymouth.


We set sail to see the Caledonia, 120 Guns, then at Spithead. There is in our Navy a sublime, terrible simplicity; nothing admitted but what is absolutely useful. The cannon, the decks, & the Sailors wear the appearance of a stern vigour, constituted to resist the elements. Every thing inspired one with awe & admiration. I felt as if I could have stood like a rock on such a deck and braved the fiercest battle. There was nothing elegant or tasteful that would excite indolent, luxurious delight; every thing was rough, terrible, & firm, that roused the fiercer passions. There was a grandeur in the sight of 350 Sail at anchor at Spithead. We rowed about amongst them & returned to Portsmouth.


After waiting three days we became quite hopeless, and calling on Sir Roger to take leave, we obtained two places in the packet-boat. Just as we were on the point of embarquing, Sir Roger came puffing in to desire us to delay our present plan as he could get us something better than the packet. He would recall the officer who was under weigh by signal, which he did immediately, & introduced him to us. We were soon on board, and soon again under weigh. The transport we convoyed shortly followed us, and we dwelt with delight as we floated by the shores of the Isle of Wight. We passed through the Russian fleet. The sailors stared at us. How unlike English Sailors they appeared, their lips covered with nasty, sandy coloured mustachios, some in hairy caps, some in green jackets. When they laughed it was like the grins of Jackalls or Apes. Their ships appeared strongly built ships.


All that day we were at Sea. Wilkie became very ill, obliged to keep his bed. I was slightly so for ten minutes and soon recovered. I found the Master an intelligent fellow and the Commander a compleat seaman.


I relished their salt beef and biscuit, and never felt more vigorous and strong. As the Sun was setting we shortened sail. Poor Wilkie still continued totally unable to stand up. I pitied him lying on his back with his nose close to the deck, pale, hollow cheeks, blue, quivering lips, gummy, red blinking eyes, and unshaved.


The next morning [we saw] the Mew-Stone at the entrance of Plymouth Sound, and by three that afternoon we anchored. The poor Sailors all were on the tip-toe to get on shore. One wanted to see his Mother, and another had a bad hand, nor did they cease to importune their Commander till he thundered out ‘Silence.’ We landed at the Pier and soon reached home, where we were frankly received by my Father.


I felt the want of my dear Mother; her bed, room, every place reminded me of her.


Nothing refined, I found, would do at a country table. Every thing must be broad & farcical to have any effect.


The People in Devonshire treated us handsomely, but in all their parties there was something wanting. From being all known to each other, brutality & ignorance are pardoned, and he that forgives it in his own house, expects the same indulgence in another’s. The consequence is a regard for the comforts of another is neglected, and every man thinks only of himself. They are hospitable but unpolished.


We bathed, and Wilkie learnt to swim at a place called Two Coves, near Plymouth, a delicious luxurious bathing place.


We left Plymouth the very day five weeks [after] we came out of London, and came to Exeter that night, after travelling the most delightful road in England, the Totnes Road to Exeter.


We visited the beauties of the Country, saw the tremendous Cheddar Rocks and Cavern. There was something terrific in their appearance, a wild, ferocious, sullen tone with a burst of light in the sky behind, which shewed their projections sharply – a place fit for Banditti.


We left Wells at Six next morning and breakfasted at Bath. I hate Bath. There is a stupid sameness notwithstanding the beauties of its Buildings. There was a confirmation at the Abbey Church, and as I looked on and saw the venerable Bishop lay his hand on the heads of two sweet beautiful girls, I fancied I saw the Almighty and their Saviour, contemplating the scene, with sublime, heavenly complacency, while quoirs of cherubims and Angels uttered a swell or strain of breathing, dulcet, undulating symphony. O God, could I always feel so, who would be happier?


We left Bath again the next day and entered dear London after being abroad six weeks [August 3], much renovated in health.


September 21. When Lord Elgin examined the Parthenon and saw several of the figures lying about, that had fallen from the building, it occurred to him that many might be buried. He therefore bought the House of the Man that lived under the portico, pulled it down, and excavated the whole to the solid rock, and found a fragment of the breast of the Jupiter, & of the Minerva – he then thought he might be equally successful, at the other end, where several figures were wanting, he procured the House of the man that lived there also and dug down here as well, but found nothing – the Man then to whom the House belonged, told him he could have saved him all that trouble, for the figures that [had] fallen from this part of the temple, he had ground down himself into lime, as it made such excellent mortar to build his house with, and that the greatest part of the citidal had been built with mortar procured in the same manner – with such an example before him of barbarity, he thought himself fully justified in securing those that remained, for in all probability, were they to fall, they would share the same fate, – to this energetic resolution England is indebted for these exquisite productions.


Lord Elgin has done more for English Art [than] was ever done by an individual in any Country; he deserves indeed well of his Countrymen, and [instead] of affectedly lamenting, as some do, that he stripped Athens of what remained, we should rather lament he was not there to strip it sooner.


These facts I heard Lord Elgin deliver to Mr West, Nollekens, and myself yesterday, Sep. 22nd, 1809, at his musaeum for the first time – it was after the company were all gone, and we remained behind. It was excessively interesting to hear him say ‘that I picked up myself at Eleusis,’ &c &c, ‘This I found outside the Acropolis,’ &c &c &c.




December 9. I went to Covent Garden to night. The Duke of Gloucester made his appearance in his private Box, and was instantly greeted by repeated cheers, a good private character has always its weight with the People. They sung God save the King, in his Presence, and again gave him three cheers when he retired.


December 12. What do the Rooms of the English Nobility exhibit but inefficient sources of imbecil intellects? What books do you see on the tables? Do you see Homer, Milton, or Johnson? No, these are [too] powerful for their enervated faculties; they take more delight in studying court intrigue [than] in being roused to Heroic action by a passage of Homer.





1810




January 4. It is now three years since I first became acquainted with Sir George B[eaumon]t. I was at first fascinated by his affability, his smiles, his flattery, his advice expressed and uttered with all the warmth of sincerity and regard. He called on me, liked my Picture, about a day or two afterwards he again called, and expressed a wish to have a sketch, when I had concluded my Joseph and Mary; tho’ approving it he advised me not to exhibit it; this first excited a doubt in my mind of his sincerity; from this moment I examined his character with wary suspicion. Sir G. B[eaumon]t is a man who wishes to have the reputation of bringing forward Genius without much expence, if a young man promises any thing, he immediately procures a slight sketch for a trifle; if this youth succeeds he has something to shew, to prove he first employed him, he first had acuteness to discover his talents – if on the contrary he fails, the sketch passes into oblivion, he denies all knowledge or recollection of him. Such a man of rank is a dangerous character, for when the feeling is not regulated by principle of him who has power, what misery can he not produce?*


April 21. I yesterday, 20th, Good Friday, for the first time since my birth, received the sacrament. I had put it off from year to year, and I was determined to delay no longer (I thank thee God I did not delay it). Tho burdened with Sin yesterday I ventured to approach the Altar; about two days before I had reflected on every thing with deep meditation – and conviction flashed on my mind at intervals – I never before felt the grandeur of the scheme of Christianity; when I considered this, when I thought on the impossibility of the whole plan of the law and the Gospel, being mere human invention – a plan of such comprehension, such grandeur, I dared not doubt, I felt as it were urged on to receive. I eat the bread in awe, and drank the wine with firmness, and prayed with fervor it might be effectual to my redemption & reformation – as I returned home, the fancy of having drank wine & eat bread as our Saviour himself did 1800 years ago, and commanded us to do in remembrance of him, made me start – I have indeed done it, I thought, I am now a Christian – I shall begin tomorrow a new existence. Christ Jesus have mercy on me, inspire me, purify me. I have now entered the road thou hast directed those who wish to find thee; may I keep firmly in it without stumbling and without deviation – O God, protect me and bless me, thou Great good, incomprehensible Being – for Jesus Christ Sake. Amen.
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Study for Macbeth










April 22. After Sir G. and his Lady called, and seemed totally to forget that I had ever been painting a Picture for them [Macbeth], by their never hinting any thing about it – I shewed the correspondence to everybody who wished it – and People soon began to talk how shockingly I had been used. I swore to all I would finish the Picture to the utmost of my power, and then publish the whole to the world —


I went on quietly for nearly a month and Sir George, who used to call every day, let me proceed with as much indifference as if he never knew me – to my surprise about a month after he last called – I received a card requesting me to dine with him; after some hesitation, I determined to go, supposing that some proposition was to be made me about his Picture.


On my entering the room, Sir George arose in evident agitation to receive me, while Lady B. instantly drew me off to the Window and kept me from observing him, which I did in a most determined manner – Sir G.’s attention to me was marked – my opinion was asked, about every thing – and we shortly retired to dinner – here his attention to me was quite rediculous. Lady B. on one side and he on the other – however I was not thrown off my guard. I began to suspect he had heard of my intentions about publishing his letters – and had invited me to flatter or intimidate me out of it.


After dinner in the course of conversation, Barry was mentioned – ‘talking of Barry’, says Sir George, ‘I recollect something that Sir Joshua told me of him – that he once published something in the papers which he had entrusted him with in confidence – now you know,’ says he (while his face and lips grew pale as he spoke it, and his eyes and head were turned straight forward, without appearing to look at any thing), ‘now you know, nothing could be so shocking, to publish letters or any thing of that sort, nothing can be [so] shocking’ – ah, ah, the whole at once beamed on my fancy. I appeared totally indifferent and agreed nothing was so shocking. The conversation took another turn, and I turned round and looked calmly at Sir George, who appeared ruffled, notwithstanding his forced smile and apparent gaiety – his character was now at stake before the world, he knew I had dived into his soul, and that I had it in my power to expose him.


All the evening I was singled out by Lady B. ‘Don’t you think so, Mr Haydon, have you had time to read this or that, Mr Haydon?’ ‘Do sit,’ said Sir George – ‘how d’ye get on with Macbeth?’ – !!! ha, ha, he now condescended to mention Macbeth. Bless my heart, he has not then quite forgot that he engaged me to paint a Picture at which I had worked 5 Months and began it three times – it is very odd, surely, that he be so lucky as to recollect Macbeth now and to be unfortunate as to have entirely forgotten it when he arrived in Town – but some people have these convenient memories —


These were my reflections before I spoke, and I then told him that I was proceeding and hoped to get it finished – when we rose to take leave – ‘Good night,’ said they, ‘Mr Haydon,’ and bowed to all the rest —





July 11. In passing Piccadilly I observed in some horses galloping the various positions of their limbs – what was the position of the fore legs when the hind legs were in such a position, &c – it is astonishing how truly you get at their motions by thus scrutinizing; I made some sketches, after I arrived home, and they seemed to spring and had all the variety I could possibly wish – and such a look of Nature and activity!


I spent five hours with Fuzeli Sunday last spouting Homer, Virgil, Dante & Milton. I flatter myself I can adopt so much of Fuzeli’s fire & pungency as I find necessary for my own purposes, without suffering him to lead me astray, by his enthusiasm. I thank God I always had from the first moment I commenced studying a judgement of my own, a desired plan which I felt an internal conviction of was the only right one.


Enveloped as it were with these principles, I trusted myself fearlessly with all men. ‘Beware of Fuzeli’ was the advice for all, but as this caution was necessary only to those who having no object of their own, were at the mercy of unsettled whim, I never felt it operate on me an instant. I have now known Fuzeli five years – and consider his Friendship on the above principle a very, very great acquisition – no man has like Fuzeli the power of directing your fancies to a point – if you mention to him any conception, any subject, he sees instantly its defects and always (perhaps a little overstepping the modesty of Nature) points out its capabilities. Tho’ he may do this rather furiously – it is in the right road – tho’ too far. Fuzeli is such a man as does not appear in two centuries – and that they’ll think when he is dead.




August 5. I this day again received the Sacrament, and from my Soul I thank God I did so; I felt afterwards a veil of purity & cleanness of heart spread as it were over my mind. The great scheme of my life is to be a great Painter, and to let the means by which I struggle to obtain this end be so virtuous at the same time to make me worthy when I die of obtaining eternal reward also hereafter – I will, if God permit me, receive the Sacrament monthly. No means are so effectual to me as constant employment, and constant Religion.


My scheme of life, what I always arranged since I first came to Town, is what from my frailty and indolence I have never been able strictly to adhere to – (To rise at five, pray sincerely, to be in my painting room by Six, set my palette &c and begin at Seven, paint till nine – breakfast, begin again at Ten – paint till five, with a quarter of an hour’s intermission for some slight refreshment at two – at five dine – at Six make studies, for the next day, or if you are in no want of preparation, consider what you have been doing, or proceed with it – at eight clean palette & brushes and then walk – and [at] nine take tea, read, retire to bed shortly after ten; from ten to five is Seven hours rest, which will fit you for the next day’s labour.) This it is impossible to do regularly – business must be done, accidents will happen, difficulties will occur, which it will be impossible for human nature to prevent or provide for – but when you are settled with respect to your intentions, what delight is it to put one’s hand on one’s heart by ten at night and be able to review a day of such employment & effort – and with vigourous alacrity does one spring, the morning following, from one’s couch; again to struggle for eminence and fame. This is indeed a happiness, and how often has he occasion to lament his human imperfections who has once relished the delight of this stimulus.





September 9. I walked to see Wilkie yesterday to Hampstead; as I returned about four o’clock the Sun was on the decline – and all the valley as I looked from Primrose Hill wore the appearance of happiness & Peace. Ladies glittering in white, with their aerial drapery floating to the gentle breeze, children playing in the middle of the fields, and all the meadows were dotted with cows, grazing with their long shadows streamed across the grass engoldened by the setting Sun. Here was a mower intent on his pursuit, with his white shirt and brown arms illumined in brilliancy; there another, resting one hand on his Scythe, and with the other wetting it with tinkling music – some people were lying, others standing – all animate & inanimate nature seemed to enjoy and contribute to this delicious scene, while behind stood the capital of the World, with its hundred spires – and St Paul’s in the midst towering in the silent air with splendid magnificence.


What a change would Buonaparte make in such a scene of liberty and peace – could he but once set his withering foot on this dear land. The state of the rest of the World came into my mind as I stood abstracted, and every other country that my fancy pictured, I thought I saw a dingy lowering cloud hanging over it – a beam of light burst through the cloud that enveloped Spain, but it appeared dripping with blood – England alone laid open her peaceful meadows, lit up by gaiety & innocence.


1811




January 16. Painted vigourously not more than 3 hours – advanced Macbeth. Studied till late. Wish the day were 48 hours instead of 24.


February 4. Painted vigourously for 6 hours. Got into Lady Macbeth.





April 1. There cannot be a finer subject in the whole world than Macbeth the moment before he murders Duncan. In the foreground are the grooms, drunken & drowsy; one has sunk down on his knees, oppressed with sleep; the other has fallen back without power, his hands resting on the ground on each side, his face flushed, his jaw dropped – immediately behind, between them and the bed, stands Macbeth, the victim of imagination and terror, his chest heaved up with agony, his mouth gasping for breath, with spasmatic effort, his nostril open, his eye glaring, his cheeks pallid and sunk – and his hands grasping the daggers.


Behind lies Duncan the King, simply lying on his back, his breast bared, his sacred cheek flushed with sleep, unconscious and innocent of the horrid scene at the moment passing in his royal chamber. There is a pathetic look which excites the most intense feelings and forms a fine contrast to the guilty horror of Macbeth – while in dim obscurity is seen his dreadful wife. Her motion seems to have arrested Macbeth; her whole soul seems wrapped, in methodizing in imagination the murder of the King; her firmness and demoniac enthusiasm are opposed to the conscientious agitation of her heroic husband.


The colouring is deep toned and high – Shadows awful – the terror is greatly encreased by the Shadow of Macbeth englooming across the royal bed.




April 7. An old Servant of my dear Mother & her Aunt called, who excited the most pleasing & melancholy associations – I had some cold beef & Porter brought up for them and they appeared much better pleased than if I had attempted to amuse them in any other way.





May 6. Last evening Rigo, a French artist, member of the Egyptian Institute, spent the evening with me. I was curious to get out every anecdote about Buonaparte, from one who had been with him repeatedly, seen him repeatedly, & was always at his table during the Egyptian expedition.


He said the night before the battle of Aboukir, where Buonaparte beat the Turks, he lay on the ground in the same Tent with Buonaparte; (Rigo’s brother was interpreter to Buonaparte with the Turks – they were all in the same Tent.) Rigo said he never was with or near Buonaparte but he was always attracted by his Physionomy; there was something so penetrating, so acute, so thoughtful, so terrible, that it always impressed him, and that this night when all the rest were buried in sleep, he could not avoid watching him. In a little time he observed him take the compasses and a chart of Aboukir and then measure and then take a ruler and draw lines. He then arose, went to the door of the tent and looked towards the Horizon. He returned to his seat, looked at his watch; after a moment he took a knife and cut the table in all ways like a boy – he then rested his head on his hand, looked again at his watch for some time, went again to the door of the tent, and again returned to his seat. There was something peculiarly awful – the time of night, his generals soundly sleeping, Buonaparte’s strong feature enlightened by a lamp, the association that the Turks were encamped near them, that before long a dreadful battle would be fought. In a short time Buonaparte called to them all – they sprang up – ordered his Horse – and asked how long before day break. They told him an hour. The army were under arms. He rode round, spoke to the colonels & Soldiers, told them in his energetic manner that a mile from them there existed a Turkish army, and he expected by ten o’clock that they existed no longer.


Before ten they were annihilated.


Rigo said [when] Buonaparte was Consul, he dined with him. He is never more than ten minutes at furthest at Dinner. His two valets, the moment he eat one dish, put another; he eat that, then drank a few glasses – and retired to his cabinet. They all arose when he got up, and then staid two or three hours.


His private secretary is a young man about 29. He sleeps above the Emperor; the Emperor goes up to him at two & three in the morning and begins work – he, the Emperor retires to bed at nine generally and is always up before day break. He is grown very fat lately.




May [no date in original]. Painted 4 hours & ½, and went two hours and studied the Titians at Lord Stafford’s. Nothing can equal the exquisite lucid colours but the fleshy softness of the forms. Felt weak & relaxed. May I never think of form, draw a line or paint a touch without instinctive reference to these exquisite refinements.


June 6. The first six months of the year 1811 are now on the eve of closing. If I review them with rigour, what will they exhibit? I have been at times energetically employed, but I have not so conquered my habits as to have that invincible pertinacity of soul, to be so independent of circumstances, as to make them bend to me, tho’ vice tempt me, tho’ sickness overwhelm me. God in heaven grant that this may be my lot – when I lie in expectation of Death may my expiring eye glisten with delight at the reflection of my efforts from this moment – and may my senses close in silence here, to open to eternal harmonies in another existence.







June 19. Arose at ½ past five; in my painting room by Six – at work till eight; began again at ten. Seguier called, on whose judgement Wilkie and I so much depend.


He thought my Figure better than it ever has been – in short he congratulated me on its being right.


I have not time to gain the affections of a woman; I have not time to suffer the petty interruptions of love, to be harrassed by the caprice of my mistress, or the jealousy of my own disposition – all this is delightful, no man on earth would enjoy it more than myself, but all this distracts attention and disturbs thought. I have not time to devote to it – and relinquish it I will.





July 5. I called last night on a Sister of my dear Mother’s who married with every prospect of fortune & happiness but who by the carelessness of her husband has been reduced with 8 children to want and distress. My Father assisted them for some time – paid 80£ to bind out the eldest Girl – and the husband again altered his conduct and lived with & supported his wife. After innumerable changes and ruin, after living at Bath, Bristol, Worcester, and half the cities in England without any settled scheme – he is again in Town at 55 years of age with 8 children ignorant of tomorrow’s fate or whether he shall be without a loaf for his next breakfast. It was a melancholy thing to see my dear Aunt lying [in] sickness in a little bed, up in a second floor with her family about her – to see the tear start into her eye as I approached and took her hand – and to hear her tongue faintly falter ‘My dear Benjamin, I wish to die. My dear Sister is gone before me – I hope I am also going. At my time of life to be so harrassed, to have no settled home.’ I sat down by her and tried to keep up her spirits. The whole room had the silence and faintness of sickness. Her face was enveloped in a white bordered cap – a white bed-gown encircled her arms to her wrists with ruffles.


I went home in silent reflection, and hoped to die before age had weakened me – or misfortune reduced me – I hoped to acquire the highest fame and to die like Nelson, when it blazed brightest.




July 9. She is dead. My poor Cousin called on me this morning and told me she died quietly – with scarce a breathing heard. I declare I felt not regret – I had a sort of feeling come over me as if she was released from misery and trouble – God grant her spirit that calm repose that was denied it in this dim, groveling spot.





1812


February 2. When a man becomes an Academician he suffers as great a change as if he had undergone chemical transmutation; however noble in feeling, however high his notions however grand his ideas before his election, he instantly becomes cautious, timid, silent, politic.


To be an Academician is [the] height of a young Student’s ambition, and to qualify himself by cringing intrigue the object of his wishes, and those precious moments that should be spent in painting by day and drawing by night.




February 3. How Homer raises you by degrees to the fury of the battle. Every thing he describes has a beginning, a middle, & an end – as well as his whole poem. Milton has perhaps a more elevated gloomy sublimity that belongs to hell and chaos – but no man equals Homer and Shakespeare in that inspired spirit, that raciness of nature, which animates and distinguishes every thing they mention. Every thing in Homer is enlivening and vigorous – you fancy all glittering in the heat of day, gilded by the setting or silvered by the rising Sun; but all Milton’s mighty cherubin or seraphin seemed to draw their flaming swords, or clash their sounding shields, as if they shone through a darkened glass – dingy, red, solemn, terrible.





March 27. As I was lost last night in sullen meditation on my troubles, ‘Trust in God’ said a voice within, and I shook with agitation. I had a feeling as if I saw ‘Trust in God’ written in glittering letters in the midst of an awful misty darkness. I do, I will trust in God from the bottom of my Soul – God only give me strength compleatly to depend on him.


O God Almighty, thou who so mercifully assisted me during my last Picture, desert me not now. I forgot thy mercy and was vicious, I neglected my promises of amendment and fell into my abandoned ways – but O Lord, thy mercy is infinite, to thee I will again cry. Assist me then, O God; my difficulties are again accumulating and will yet accumulate. O God, grant me the power to make so fine a Picture as may create such a sensation and give such a shock to Art, that the nobility and the people may be roused and high Art have that assistance and that protection adequate to reward its difficulties and worthy of its grandeur. Grant these things for Jesus Christ’s sake.


O God, spare the lives of my dear Father & Uncle till I am independent, and able to take my Sister, and much longer if thou pleasest. O God, let me not die in debt! (At the end of 1811, I scrutinised my debts before beginning a new work and found they were £616, 10s., of which £200 was due to my landlord for rent.) Grant I may have the power to pay all with honor before thou callest me hence, grant this for Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen.




April 3. My Canvas came home (for Solomon) – a grand size. God in heaven grant me strength of Body and vigour of mind to cover it with excellence. Amen, on my knees.


April 4. Began my Picture – prayed God sincerely for Success – perspectivised the greater part of the day – felt a sort of check in imagination at the difficulties I saw coming, but, thank God, instantly a blaze of enthusiastic perseverance burst into my brain, gave me a thorough contempt for my timidity, and set me at rest.


October 3. Made a[n] accurate study for Executioner for Solomon from my old and faithful model Salmon, Corporal Horseguards, who goes Wednesday next to Spain – perhaps it may be the last time he will sit – he said so himself with a melancholy tone. I hope he may return alive. I gave him and three more who had sat to me a bottle of wine to drink my health before they went and success to themselves – they are fine fellows and will do their duty.





October 7. The idleness, the wasteful idleness of this last year, I shall repent to my dying day. I have gained experience, but at a dear rate. Had I exerted myself as I ought, my Picture would have [been] well advanced; but I loitered, got entangled with an infernal woman, which shattered my peace of mind, before I could extricate myself, and tho’ I came off, thank God! without vice (for she was married), yet with my habits so broken and my mind so agitated that till now I have not had command of myself as usual. What a warning have I had!


Whoever you are that read this, when I am dead, beware of the beginnings – fly from vice – think not it can be argued against in the presence of the exciting cause – nothing but absence & actual flight – beware of idleness which leaves you at the mercy of appetite – employment – employment – and you must be safe.




November 30. Went to the House of Lords to hear the Prince open Parliament in State. It was a very grand affair – the beautiful women – educated, refined, graceful, with their bending plumes & sparkling eyes – the Nobility, the Chancellor – I could not help reflecting how long it was before society arrived at such a pitch of peace & quietness, that order & regulation such as I witnessed existed. What tumult, what blood, what contention, what suffering, what error, before experience has ascertained what was to be selected, or what rejected.


The Prince read admirably, with the greatest perspicuity, not the slightest provincialism, pure English. He appeared affected at the conclusion.





December 14. Made a last application à mon Père pour argent. He frankly tells me c’est impossible – that what J’ai eu is rather beyond ses moyens. I am au milieu d’un grand tableau, sans sous pour les nécessaires de la vie, ou pour modèles; however I never felt more enthousiasme, more vigour, more resolution. I have no doubt of subduing my Tableau with honour and come out of la bataille invigorated & ready pour les autres combats. En Dieu Je confie, qui a été toujours mon protecteur & mon ami. Amen, ginocchione.
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January 9. Drew at Lord Elgin’s all day and evening till eight. How delightful is the exhausted faint feel after a day’s hard work with an approving God within. Sincerely do I thank God that I have compleatly recovered my tranquillity & conquered the agitation from that infernal woman, that wholly & undivided am I again devoted [to] my Art & my glory. I cannot sport on the borders of Pleasure without plunging within the circle. I will therefore keep off altogether as the only mode of salvation. I had feet to prepare for to-morrow. However, before I sleep tonight it shall be done.




January 29. Spent the evening with Hunt, at Westend; walked out & in furiously after dinner, which has done me immense benefit. Hunt’s Society is always delightful – I don’t know a purer, a more virtuous character, or a more witty, funny, amusing, enlivening man. We talked of his approaching imprisonment [for libelling the Prince Regent in an article]. He said it would be great pleasure to him if he were certain of going to Newgate, because he should be in the midst of all his Friends, and then we both laughed heartily.


February 5. I have [been] studying attentively these two last days the Bacchus & Ariadne of Titian, & [the Judgement of] Paris by Rubens. There is a gentility in Titian that borders on insipidity, but give [me] the rich, racy, careless, teeming energy of Rubens, an energy that is driving after something beyond this dim spot, and tho it may carry him beyond bounds of propriety, who is there that would hesitate at being so carried? It is a delight [to] me to know I see & can prove errors, fundamental errors, in such men as Rubens & Titian – to know too that I have kept them to myself silently to benefit by them, and not obtruded them on others for the sake of shewing my skill. The Elgin Marbles have so refined my eye (I thank God daily) that errors strike it instantly.


February 20. Tom Jones is a delightful novel. It lets you into all the little follies and amiable weaknesses of Nature. It shews you that the most virtuous, the most pure, the most innocent woman may have little imperfections, little vanities, without corrupting her heart. It sends you into the World prepared for it, and renders you more satisfied with human Nature. Richardson always separated vice from virtue, & rendered the one always contemptible by associating it with contemptible qualities. Fielding has mingled both, and undoubtedly reconciles us more easily to vice, by shewing that many fine qualities may unite with it. You relinquish Fielding with hope, but Richardson leaves you in a gloomy trembling, a pathetic agitation, hopeless horror – you regard your own failings with fright and promise amendment in terror. Fielding painted men as they are; Richardson as they ought to be. Fielding is the Hogarth of novelists, while Richardson may be called without exaggeration the Raphael of domestic life.





March 10. I dined on Friday last with a man of Genius, William Hazlitt. His child was to be christened, and I was desired to be there punctually at four. At four I came, but he was out! his wife ill by the fire, nothing ready, and all wearing the appearance of neglect & indifference. At last home he came, the cloth began to cover the table, and then followed a plate with a dozen large, waxen, cold, clayy, slaty potatoes. Down they were set, and down we sat also; his chubby child, squalling, obstinate, & half-cleaned. After waiting a little, all looking forlornly at the potatoes for fear they might be the chief dish, in issued a bit of overdone beef, burnt, with a great bone sticking out like a battering ram; the great difficulty was to make it stand upright! but the greater to discover a cuttable place, for all was jagged, jutting, & irregular. Like a true Genius he forgot to go for a Parson to christen his child, till it was so late that every Parson was out or occupied, so his child was not christened. I soon retired, for tho’ beastliness & indifference to the common comforts of life may amuse for a time, they soon weary & disgust those who prefer attention & cleanliness.


As I was going to bed last night, my Picture had an imposing and grand look. I felt impressed by it.


April 25. I felt this morning an almost irresistible inclination to go down to Greenwich and have [a] delicious tumble with the Girls over the hills. I fancied a fine, beamy, primy, fresh, green spring day (as it was), a fine creature in a sweet, fluttering, clean drapery, with health rosing her shining cheeks, & love melting in her sparkling eyes, with a bending form ready to leap into your arms. After a short struggle, I seized my brush, knowing the consequences of yielding to my disposition, & that tho’ it might begin today, it would not end with it.




May 8. Sir Joshua’s exhibition opened. The first impression on my mind was certainly that of flimsiness. They looked faint, notwithstanding the effect was so judiciously arranged. Sir Joshua’s modes of conveying ideas were colour & light and shadow; of form, he knew nothing. The consequence was he hinted to his eye & untrained hand, and with great labour & bungling, modeled out his feelings with a floating richness, an harmonious depth, and a gemmy brilliancy that was perhaps encreased by his perpetual repetitions, and which renders him as great a master of colour as ever lived. Of poetical conception of character as it regards Portrait, he had a singular share. How delightful are his Portraits, their artless simplicity, their unstudied grace, their chaste dignity, their retired sentiment command us, enchant us, subdue us.


The exhibition does great credit to the Directors of the British Gallery. It will have a visible effect on Art; it will raise the character of the English School; it will stop that bigotted, deluded, absurd propensity for Leonardo Da Vincis & insipid Corregios, and as men who shared Sir J’s friendship and been soothed by his manners, it does credit to their hearts as men.







June 22. In going this morning to the Reynolds gallery, they looked careless, slobbering, unfinished, in short, they are only beautiful sketches. Sir Joshua’s mind triumphed over the ignorance of his hand. He knew effect, but his means of attaining it were inadequate; his breadth was emptiness.


June 23. Fuzeli said to me once at [Samuel] Johnson’s that People generally went to Church in proportion to their profligacy. I had it on the tip of my tongue to say I wonder he did not go every day.


July 9. I do not recollect feeling greater pleasure than when I read of the capture of the Chesapeake, American Frigate. I turned my eyes to Heaven & thanked God. I recollect from infancy seeing French Frigates sailing into Plymouth Harbour, dismasted, and running along the Sea Shore, cheering till my throat was parched. People bred up in London have not those feelings so strongly.


July 22. I was at the Wellington fête last night [celebrating victory at Vitoria, the decisive battle of the Peninsular War] and affected extremely. It was a grand scene. Under the bust of Wellington stood a British Grenadier with the flag on the 100 Regiment, 2nd Battn. and the Baton of Marshall Jourdan. I was peculiarly interested at the sight. While the rich dresses of the Visitors, the variety of character – here was the Turkish Ambassador, then came the Russian, then followed the Duke of Sussex in a Highland Dress, then the Marquis of Wellesly, here a group of Hussars, with their golden tassals and rich boots, were bending down to whisper to lovely women. The crimson, golden, beaming dress of the Soldiers, the satinny, creamy, feathery lightness of the delicious women gave it an air of chivalrous enchantment or fairy land – to my dying day I shall never forget it.


August 3. My Soul yearns to see the Vatican & Capella Sistina. My enthusiasm for Michel Angelo & Raphael hourly & daily encreases. O great illustrious immortal pair, may I be worthy to meet thee in a purer existence! My frame trembles at the idea. I feel the want of kindred spirits – there is not an Artist to whom I can pour out the enthusiasm of my soul, who will listen & participate.







August 8. Walked to Hampton Court. Tho Michel Angelo could not do what Raphael did, what he did was of a higher kind.  


Raphael’s women did not strike me yesterday in so lovely [a] manner as before. They are full of naivete, simplicity, & artlessness, but they are not beautiful.





August 9. Saw by accident Rubens’ Luxembourg. What glittering, tawdry impotence in point of character & expression, after dwelling, as I have been lately, on Raphael’s purity – it disgusted one. Except Mary looking affectionately at her new born infant, which is very sweet, all are fat, disgusting beasts. Yet what power in arrangement, what painting, I daresay, what colour. One only laments the perversion of such powers. 


How inadequate is allegorical painting. It is, I think, upon the whole an excuse for impotence of mind.




August 26. The great difficulty is to find a woman of exquisite susceptibility, curbed & directed by principle. Many there are who tremble with love at every pore but whose very feeling is a cause of their vice, whose susceptibility renders them liable to be affected by every one of beauty or intellect. Happy is he who can find one that will be satisfied with his attentions, and lock up her heart against the attentions of another. God in heaven grant I may find one such, who would encourage & participate in my efforts for grandeur, who would solace & refresh me after the day’s fatigue with her general & tender endearments, who would shrink with horror at cruelly trifling to prove one’s affection by rousing a needless jealousy. Let me but find such a creature, and I am her slave, her devoted, enraptured, impassioned lover while existence lasts.


    I begin to be weary, to be heartily weary, of vice. There may [be] ‘glowing pleasure’ in guilty enjoyment, for fear of discovery, from apprehension of detection at the moment, & snatched in the hot, icy fury of passion, yet surely the confidence, the rapture of legitimate pleasure with a lovely creature, pure & depending, is a million times more exquisite.







September 4. ‘The mental disease of the present generation is impatience of Study, contempt of the great Masters of ancient wisdom, and a disposition to rely wholly upon unassisted genius and natural sagacity.’ The wits of these days have discovered a way to fame which the dull caution of our laborious ancestors never attempted.





October 29. I think the great reason of the superior manner of the Nobility is their elevation in rank above others, so that in whatever company they fall, they are at ease. Who is not polite, witty, affable, when he fears no competition? When he thinks he descends, when he is among those who are ready to laugh, and who feel honour at being noticed?


    As I looked at the different animals today at Pidcock’s [a menagerie], who were so different in character, so decidedly divided by impassible bounds, I could not help asking, ‘are not Men equally as distinctly separated & confused by natural powers or natural deficiencies?’ Surely they are.




December 31. This year is now fast approaching conclusion. Upon the whole I have exerted myself with true energetic vigour. My knowledge of art also encreased but not so much as it might have been. O God, when I reflect on the truly miraculous manner in which thou hast supported me and enabled me to bring my Picture to its present state, I bow down in gratitude. O God, may I always deserve such unexampled mercy & protection. Amen, Amen, with all my soul.





1814


January 7. I had not met Fuzeli for one year and a half till the other evening, and being left entirely to converse with Raphael and other delightful beings in the interim, was more enabled to estimate him. He really shocked me. All his feelings & subjects were violent & horrid & disgusting. I returned home with an inward gratitude to God that I escaped in time, that I had purified my soul from the influence of his dark & dreary fancy.




January 9. I have been four years without receiving one sixpence from my professional exertions. I began this Picture [The Judgment of Solomon] without a farthing and have brought it to a conclusion, now & then assisted by my friends and now & then by disposing of my books & property supporting [myself]; those who have trusted me know that I payed them faithfully & honorably when I had the means, and they have given me credit, with the full conviction that when I have again the means I will be again faithful & honorable.





January 26. After all, what are the difficulties of life in comparison with the rapture of a successful effort to realize a poetical character? Who would change the difficulties of an historical painter for the luxuries of a Portrait painter? Give me one moment of the delight after succeeding in pathetic beauty or sublime majesty, and I’d bear all the miseries of want & debt. God spare me my intellect & health, and what shall subdue me?


Many complain of the cruelty of the World. God knows I have never found it so. I have been peculiarly blessed with Friends who, conscious of my honor and admiring my intentions, have trusted to the one and promoted the other, with zeal & confidence.




March 16. There are a set of Men who groan against the powers of the country in Painting, as there were a set who groaned against its genius as generals, but Lord Wellington, with vigorous contempt of a great mind, overthrew the one; let the patrons give opportunity and Painters with equal energy [will] crush the other.


April 30. My object is not my own aggrandizement on the ruins of others, but to reform & direct those who have the means of aggrandizing the Art. Let me but see a desire in the Academy to foster instead of crush, let me but see a feeling in the Directors to patronise great works for their Halls & their palaces, instead of cherishing little ones for their parlours & drawing rooms, and that instant will I forget & forgive all my own paltry oppressions and back them with all my migh. & mind.


May 4. O God Almighty, permit me on my knees to thank thee for thy mercies; the great work [The Judgment of Solomon] to which two years of anxious study was devoted is finished, exhibited, sold, & has succeeded. O God, it has given that shock to Art that I so anxiously prayed it might give at its commencement; it has roused the people; it has affected the Artists; it has excited the nobility.


May 7. My Canvas [for Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem] up & ready. God in his mercy support me & grant me power to cover it with excellence and to advance the great cause.


May 16. My Sister came up to see me. There is something so pure & correct, so unassuming & unsinful, so delicate and lady like in her manners & feelings, that she has done great good to my own mind & habits. Really the contrast with the women in London is palpable, and it has shewn me the beauty, the value, the comfort of virtue in so striking a light, that the thought, the mere perception of vice, grates against my soul.







May 26. Wilkie & I left Town for Brighton in order to embark there for Dieppe and then push on to Paris. After a pleasant voyage, we landed at Dieppe, and certainly the contrast between the two Countries was extraordinary. The high caps, rich crossed shawls, their lively black eyes, struck amazingly. The Women are beautiful but [of a] stern nature, the children with exquisite features, but not rosy. The French appear to me active, ingenious, unwearied people, polite yet persevering in an object with politeness, bowing, smiling, yet keeping their object in view.


The town of Dieppe old & gothic & fine like Vanderheyden’s views in Holland. A great proportion of Women. Climate mild. Shops open airy, & every thing looking elegant. The French Sailors noisy, awkward, theatrical; boats dirty & rusty. The Inn clean, neat, & comfortable.





May 28. Nous partimes de Dieppe pour Rouen dans un Cabriolet. Le chemin fut très bon, très large, avec les arbres des pommes, fut fleuris sur chaque coté. La Campaigne etoit fort riche, et les maisons de manufacture, et les chateaux des Gentilhommes etoient très beaux, bien batis, et très fort avec les briques; en un mot, Je n’ai jamais vu en Angleterre plus de bonheur dans les peuples, plus de propriété dans les habits.


At Equi [Anglicization of Ecouis, a village near Rouen], ou nous dinons, Je rencontre un vieux prêtre. I never saw a family of more kind feeling. They seemed delighted to see an Englishman. They called in all their acquaintance, in slipped one, then another, then he wispered to go to such a one, &c. He took me upstairs and shewed me a cabinet of stuffed birds &c. The people seem glad to get [rid] of Buonaparte’s oppression, and yet they regret that they have lost also with it their military grandeur.


We left in a Cabriolet in high spirits and slept that night at Magny, and the next morning again proceeded and arrived at Pontoise to breakfast. About two we entered Paris by the Rue St Denis. The Gate of St Denis is very grand, but the first appearance of Paris to a stranger is that of inextricable confusion, houses, figures, carriages, men, women, & children, all huddled together in dirt, mud & filthiness.


We drove to Hotel Villedot which was uncomfortable & extravagant. After paying, as all must pay, for a little experience, we got lodgings in Rue St Benoit, Fauxbourg St Germain, and became settled.


The next morning [June 1] I went down to the Louvre before breakfast and enquired of a National Guard at what time it opened. With the manners of a Gentleman, he told me every thing I wished, and at ten down we went. Certainly my sensations were very grand as I approached this celebrated Gallery. I darted up stairs through all obstructions, and was in, instantly, but I must own it disappointed me. It is too long – it has too much the look as if one was looking in at the wrong end of a spy glass. Tintoretto looked dashing & careless, spotted & unfinished. Of all men that ever lived, for sensitive, trembling, sweet sensitiveness, Corregio is the most extraordinary. There is a magical, refined, almost imperceptible beauty. He has realized those fleeting, momentary expressions, which scarcely have existence, and yet affect us with their beam. He has caught them & kept them, with a harmony, a poetry, a refined delicacy, an enchanting grace. No one in England is aware of Corregio’s power; he is a most extraordinary man, and I never think of him without having a musical harmonious strain undulate over my brain.


The Country round Paris is vast, dreary, & melancholy – old chateaux, dilapidated – and Paris itself has the look of misery in the People & splendid despotism in the princes.




June 10. I went to the Theatre Vaudeville & saw Cupid & Psyche. Wretched singing, and by the company it seemed a very inferior affair. As I was crossing the Thuilleries and saw Buonaparte’s triumphal Arch towering darkly against the twilight sky, I could not help stopping & thinking how little good all his industry had done to the World or himself. All his monuments will serve now but to remind one of his folly, & his vice, his cruelty & tyranny.


June 12. As this was the first Sunday on which the Shops had been shut since the revolution, it was therefore a remarkable Sunday, and we arrived just in time to see the effects in religious matters of that tremendous convulsion. Last Sunday the people were at work, the Shops were open, the inhabitants dirty & dissipated. Today the shops were shut, the people happy & clean. No one can conceive the difference unless they had seen it.


June 13. Went to Gerard’s the Painter’s, and was certainly very much affected at the Portraits I saw there. Buonaparte 10 years ago. Good God, what a [picture!] Heavens, a horrid yellow for a complexion, the tip of the nose tinged with red, his eyes a watery, dull, fixed, stern, tiger like, lurid fierceness; his lids reddish and his mouth cool, collected, & resolute. Never in my life do I recollect being so horridly touched. All the other heads in the room looked like the heads of children in comparison. Josephine was [in] the middle, looking interesting & good natured, and Maria Louisa on the other side, young & full. Murat was in the outside room, with Lannes† with his wife & fine interesting children, a gallant Soldier, who lost his life at Aspern. I felt regret & interest in his heroic character, and his wife with six sweet children by his side. How could they suffer Buonaparte to deceive & sacrifice them all, one after the other, is to me extraordinary. Poor Maria Louisa! married to the Emperor at the time of his highest glory. Who knows what thoughts & anticipations swelled her youthful bosom? Who knows her dreams of future greatness & future grandeur, to be the empress at 19 of the Hero of the World, and to suffer nothing but agony & distress – here is the moral! She is gone, her son no longer a monarch, and her husband in exile, in contempt. O God, if ever the hand of Providence was writ in the affairs of this World, it has been visible in the conclusion of this man’s career.


June 14. I declare to Heaven, that the more I think of Gerard’s dreadful facsimile of Buonaparte, the more I feel as if all that approached him were destined to be his victims, Oh, that cruel, bloody, glassy eye, that looked you through without mercy, without feeling!


June 16. Saw the King at Chapel. The King has not a foolish head, but a keen, acute eye. I expect great firmness from his look. The silence was so intense that you could hear the lamps burn, with a sort of gleaming flutter.





June 17. Went to Versailles. The Chateau has a look of ruined splendour, and the Town of desolate devastation. Painted ceilings faded! Crimson tapestry torn! Golden friezes brown with age, and every thing wearing an appearance as if it had sunk & withered under the stroke of a mighty enchanter. The opera house was vast & melancholy, ruinous & dark. Here Maria Antoinette sat the night of her marriage, young, lovely, & blushing!


At the end of the great Park is Great Trianon and Little Trianon, built by Louis XIV. In Great Trianon Buonaparte occasionally resided, and here in his study were marks of recent habitation. When at Trianon, this was the study of Buonaparte. It was simply but conveniently fitted, with desks at every book case. On the one which he more used than the others, were two candlesticks and four smaller ones for other purposes. The place where he leant was rubbed; the chair where he sat was worn; the books behind were mostly military. On another desk was a candlestick with a shade for reading. The fire place had a look of recent use; the tongs and poker were black.


We then drove to St Cloud, which we could not see, as the Comte d’Artois was there for his health, but I do not wonder at Buonaparte’s preference of St Cloud. It is beautifully situated, and the trees higher & more full of foliage than any I had observed in France. We returned to Paris highly amused with our jaunt.


Every where do you meet with the consequences of the gigantic wars that have desolated Europe. There is scarcely a waiter at a coffee house or a coachman of France that has not served as a Soldier, been in a battle, or received a wound. On going to Rambouillet, I took up a fine youth, [who] was going to join his friends, and had been wounded at Chaumont. He was just nineteen, delicate & slender. He came from Chartres and told me he had sat off with 60 companions from the same town, and that he was the only one alive. He really wept as he told me. He said if Buonaparte had reigned longer, he would have murdered all the World, and then made war upon the animals.
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Study from St Peter Martyr by Titian, Louvre, 1814








At Versailles I saw Hamlet traduit and rendered fit for the French stage. Ophelia was murdered, and Hamlet literally rendered a blubbering boy. Ophelia is with Hamlet entreating by her affection to be more composed, when his Mother enters. Here, as he is talking, he sees the Ghost. The impression on the audience and the effect on me was certainly dreadful. I shall never forget it. Hamlet in the next scene brings out an urn that contains his Father’s ashes. Here was true French whine & affectation. Tho when his Mother again returns, and he makes her swear she knew nothing of her husband’s murder, and brings her to touch his sacred ashes, there was an awful silence and a severe agony throughout the House.




June 25. It is curious to observe in the Louvre those Pictures which have the most effect. Breadth, brightness, & size & depth bear down all opposition; greyness, Teniers, has no chance, or Rembrandt, brownness, as little.


Went to see Talleyrand’s Pictures – very fine. They were hung in the room where the Peace was signed. In his bed room was the Times newspaper.





June 27. Studied Titian’s Pietro Martyre with profound attention. Indeed to the Italian School you must turn for all the refinements of the Art. The expression of the executioner’s head is truly wonderful; he has cut his victim down, and feels all that grating as if a razor had touched his heart; it can hardly be described – not in a brutal manner, but with a sort of ah! as if he felt for every cut.


Paul Veronese looks certainly flat, and unsubstantial; Rubens, full, vigourous, & vast. His power of handling is dashed, terrible, overpowering. His feeling of a whole as to masses & composition has given him, and will ever give him, a reputation in spite of his want of grace, beauty, expression, poetical conception of character, or any of the great requisites of Art. Surely there must be something extraordinary in a man who can obtain & keep a splendid Fame in spite of such deficiencies. Tintoretto, strawey, rushed, & careless, without the solidity of Titian or Rubens; Titian full of sweetness, feeling, & sensation.




June 28. Saw Gobelin tapestry of Raphael’s works – gave me an exact idea of their size, and some of their breadth, colour, & character.


Spent the day at the private library of the Institute, copying the dresses of the Ancient Egyptians, exceedingly useful. The French expedition of Egypt has been proved a great delight to the learned, by the exposition of several cities, which no single Traveller could explore before. The consequence to us Painters is a complete series of the costumes, features, & manners of the inhabitants, copied from their temples, still perfect & uninjured.







July 3. My dear Wilkie set off this morning for England; in spite of Wilkie’s heaviness of perception and total want of spirit as to gentlemanly feeling, his simplicity & honesty of manner, his good sense and natural taste endear one to him. I feel low at his departure, tho’ I shall soon see him.





July 4. Saw the Cartoon Raphael, the original cartoon for the School of Athens – exceedingly fine. Not remarkable for drawing but for breadth and a whole. The heads of the boys talking to Archimedes beautiful, the hands finely sketched, the whole composed in a masterly manner, and with true feeling. It was really delightful to see something in this way after the insolent imbecility of the present French pictures. Some Spanish Pictures also, two very fine Murillos, and a fine sketch by Velasquez.


July 6. I strolled out in the evening to see the Imperial Guard on foot parade. More dreadful fellows I certainly never saw. Their appearance really impressed me. They have the look of thorough bred veterans, a disciplined banditti, without the irregularity but with all the depravity. Conducted by the talents of Buonaparte, what would have become of the World if they ruled it? Principle and intellect would have vanished from its surface. A sight of his guards would cure his admirers.




July 17. Again do I touch the Shores of Old England. My sensations were grand. Never did she stand higher, or on a more glorious point. As I approached her sacred shores, and France vanished from my view, I felt as if my journey had been a dream. I have seen many, many virtuous women, good wifes, the tenderest Mothers, but in the men there is a careless ferocity of feeling that stamps them. A Frenchman will tell you of a murder as a joke, an Englishman with a natural horror, because War is never felt in England, but the great business of the Continent is fighting.


September 24. Hastings. I cannot help being amused when I reflect sometimes at my own restless spirit. What incessant raging & craving activity I have undergone for these last two days! The first thing in the morning I bathed in a stormy sea, for it blew a gale, and amidst the breakers, where I was almost suffocated with surf & foam, & beat down upon the sand by a gigantic wave, I dived through it and reared my head on the other side, as it raised me to the top, & then sunk me with a long sweep into the valley between. How my heart beat with real enthusiasm when I was on the top of a wave and saw another coming as if to overwhelm me (however there was no danger; it only required firmness & skill). The first wave left me & passed with roaring dash in upon the shore; the other caught me up & passed on like the other. I felt like a God. Ulysses himself never behaved more like a Hero.


September 29. I this day received communication from the Mayor of my native Town that the Freedom of it had been voted me by the Commonalty. I do not ever recollect being so acutely affected at any success as at this. It sunk deeply into my heart, made it beat, and my cheeks flush & eye fire, as it beamed across my mind. God grant that my next production may shew me worthy of such distinction.


October 28. I saw Kean’s Hamlet last night, and totally disagree as to its being his worst part. The fact is we are ruined by the ranting habits of the stage. To me his whole conception & execution of Hamlet is perfect. You see him wander silently about, weary, in grief, disgusted; if he speaks, it is not to the audience; if he feels, it is not for applause. No, he speaks because impelled to utter his sensations by their excess. He weeps because his faculties can no longer retain themselves. The longer he acts, the more will he bring the World to his principles, and the time is not far distant when his purity, his truth, his energy, will triumph over all opposition.





December 2. I have lately been amongst Actors & Actresses. I never refuse invitations that will afford me opportunity of seeing human nature in all its varieties.


Those who have once violated any of the great principles of Society & live in the practice, however surrounded with splendour & luxury, can never rid themselves of the aking whisper of conscience. I have been introduced to a Lady adopted or kept by a rich [a word is scratched out]. She is surrounded by every pleasure, by gold, silver, & precious stones; every want is anticipated, every wish gratified, her invisible & keen & restless monitor tells her with a bitter laugh she is a slave! She feels it, she knows it. Alas, I looked at her with pity as I dined off her silver plate & drank from her golden goblets. She met my silent investigating look & blushed! It spoke volumes to me! She was pensive the whole of dinner and then suddenly seemed to burst out with an internal flash, and fled from thought in the most violent gaiety.




December 31. The last night of 1814, a year to me in which I have suffered the extremities of misery, & want, & enjoyed the greatest success; in which I have enlarged my mind by seeing another Country, & studied the productions which the World have for 300 years looked up [to] with reverence & delight. O God, from my soul I bless thee for thy goodness. Grant I may reform & rear the Art of my glorious Land; grant my exertions during the next year may make a great stride to their accomplishment. O God, spare my eyes and my intellect, & continue my strength of mind & vigour of body to resist every vicious inclination, & accomplish every great, good, & glorious wish, for Jesus Christ’s sake, my Saviour, my Redeemer. Amen, Amen, O God.
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