

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















William Beckford


Composing for Mozart


TIMOTHY MOWL









[image: ]

























For Steven Parissien

























List of Illustrations







1. Statue of Alderman Beckford, by John Francis Moore, 1767


2. Maria Hamilton Beckford, by Benjamin West, 1799


3. Fonthill Splendens, by John Buckler


4. Chimney-piece, by John Francis Moore for Fonthill Splendens


5. Lakeside Grotto, Fonthill Park


6. The Hermitage, Fonthill Park


7. The Cromlech, Fonthill Park


8. Illustration from The Adventures of Abdalla, son of Hanif, by William Hatchett, 1729


9. William 3rd Viscount Courtenay and 9th Earl of Devon, by Richard Cosway


10. Mrs Peter Beckford (Louisa), by Joshua Reynolds


11. Frontispiece of 1834 edition of Biographical Memoirs of Extraordinary Painters


12. Château of Blonay, Evian


13. Château of la Tour de Peilz, Vevey


14. Monastery of Batalha, Portugal, west front


15. Interior vault of the Octagon, Batalha


16. Quinta of Montserrat


17. Gothic pavilion (now in ruins) at Montserrat


18. Servants’ quarters, Montserrat


19. James Wyatt’s tower design from Joseph Farington’s Diary


20. William Beckford in middle age, by John Hoppner


21. Fonthill Abbey, south-west view, by J.M.W. Turner, c. 1797


22. Fonthill Abbey, south-east view, from Britton’s 1823 Illustrations of Fonthill Abbey


23. Plan of the principal storey of Fonthill Abbey, from Rutter’s 1823 Delineations of Fonthill Abbey


24. St Michael’s Gallery, Fonthill Abbey, from Rutter’s Delineations


25. Great Western Hall, Fonthill Abbey, from Rutter’s Delineations


26. Jewel Casket made for Beckford before 1802


27. Beckford’s drawings for a mausoleum at Fonthill


28. William Beckford in his sixties, by Charles Foote Taylor


29. Crimson Drawing Room, Lansdown Tower, from Willes Maddox’s Views of Lansdown Tower, 1844


30. The Grotto Tunnel, Lansdown, from Willes Maddox’s Views of Lansdown Tower


31. The Lansdown Tower, from Willes Maddox’s Views of Lansdown Tower







The author and publishers would like to thank the following for their kind permission to reproduce illustrations:


Plate 1, The Worshipful Company of Ironmongers, London; 2, National Gallery of Art, Washington DC; 3 and 27, Wiltshire Archaeological & Natural History Society, Devizes Museum; 4, The Antique Fireplace Warehouse; 5, 6 and 7, The Hon. Alastair Morrison; 8, 11, 22, 23, 24, 25, 29, 30 and 31, Bristol University, Special Collections; 9, Private Collection: photograph Courtauld Institute of Art; 10, Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries of Merseyside, Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight; 19, The Royal Collection, Her Majesty The Queen; 20, City of Salford Art Gallery; 21, Bolton Museum and Art Gallery; 26, Partridge Fine Arts; 28, Victoria Art Gallery, Bath & North East Somerset Council. Plates 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18 are from the collection of the author.






















Acknowledgements





It is to Helen Langley and Colin Harris, of the Modern Papers Reading Room, Department of Special Collections and Western Manuscripts at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, that I owe my first thanks. They answered my queries with courteous efficiency and allowed me to work with Dott. Laura Nuvoloni who translated Beckford’s letters to his confidant Gregorio Franchi. Quotations from the Beckford Papers are made with the permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.


The Hon. Alastair Morrison gave me a fascinating and quite invaluable morning tramping around every grotto, cavern and garden building of the park at Fonthill. He tended to confirm my suspicion, later proved by documents, that all the surviving features on the east side of the lake were created by the Alderman, not his son.


The members of the international Beckford Society have shown a keen interest in the research, and I should like to make particular mention of Sidney Blackmore, Philip Hewat-Jaboor, Malcolm Jack and Jerry Nolan, who have been especially helpful and encouraging; the Society plans to hold a major Beckford exhibition in New York, probably in the autumn of 2000. Dr David Watkin has been a constant inspiration through his many writings on the Regency period.


Michael Briggs, Gillian Sladen, Lisa White, Vicky Harmer, Philippa Bishop, Sophie Scruton and Jesca Verdon-Smith of the Bath Preservation Trust and the Beckford Tower Trust have been very helpful over the Lansdown Tower, for which an appeal has been launched to restore the building and to reinstate some of Beckford’s original interiors.


My thanks also to Michael Liversidge at Bristol University, for his insights into Beckford’s connoisseurship, and to Michael Richardson and Nick Lee of the University Special Collections, who have made every printed Beckford resource readily available. A former Bristol student, Adrian Craft, wrote a stimulating undergraduate thesis on the landscape at Fonthill which I had the pleasure of marking.


Pamela Colman was an enthusiastic guide to the Beckfordiana in her archive at Devizes Museum and Cedric Delforce was most helpful over William Courtenay and the Powderham background. Trevor Fawcett translated Beckford’s idiosyncratic Portuguese for me, and discovered the important account of the 1797 fête at Fonthill in the Bath Journal.


There are many friends, scholars, curators and owners who have helped me over the past two years, but I should like particularly to mention the following: Brian Allen, Bruce A. Bailey, Reg and Maureen Barton, Geoffrey Beard, Anthony Beeson, Lord Courtenay, Luke Gasparo, Michael Hall, Edward Harley, John Harris, John Head, Jarl Kremeier, Alistair Laing, Haydn Mason, Robert Morris, Lucy Morton, Francesca Odell, James Oliver, Frank Partridge, John Phibbs, Martin Postle, Alexandre Pradère, Dorothy Presswell, Judy Sandling, Julian Self, Robin Simon, Susan Sloman, Nancy Stanfield, Patrick Taylor, Lucy Whetstone, Robert Wilson-North, Sarah Wimbush, Christopher Woodward.


Gordon Kelsey was meticulous in preparing many of the photographs for the book, and Douglas Matthews has compiled an exhaustive and illuminating index.


I have had the benefit of an enthusiastic and committed team at my publishers, John Murray, who have seen the book through to publication with calm assurance. I should like to thank Caroline Knox, Grant McIntyre and Gail Pirkis for shaping the typescript, and John R. Murray and Stephanie Allen for their vibrant promotion of the book. My agent, Sara Menguc, has always been a sympathetic mover behind the scenes.


I should like to thank my friend and usual co-author, Brian Earnshaw, for his help with many aspects of the research and for his constructive criticism at editing stage. Finally I must thank my wife, Sarah, for her constant support and encouragement as Beckford’s character became at times unbearable, and computers contrived to frustrate me.


TIMOTHY MOWL, Autumn 1997



















INTRODUCTION


The price of a Romantic sensibility





There are two major traps in William Beckford studies. The first is unavoidable because Beckford prepared it himself: he forged his own life. He was a fluent and seductive liar who had ample funds to pay secretaries to rewrite letters, and ample time in an eighty-four-year life span to reconstruct the past. All his seven biographers have been aware of Beckford’s unreliability; some have glossed over it. Many of the most revealing of his letters, often those through which whole sectors of his life have been interpreted, are not letters in the ordinary sense at all: they are revisions written in a secretary’s hand, and their dates are uncertain. A large number may never have been sent in any form to their addressees; often, as in the case of several important letters supposedly to Alexander Cozens, Beckford’s early guru, it is only speculation that it was to Cozens they were addressed, as they are fair copies in a secretary’s hand with no name attached.


Hardly any sources are reliable. If we compare Beckford’s two accounts, his Journal and his Sketches, of the year he spent in Spain and Portugal in 1787–8, they contradict each other on almost every page and clearly contain thumping if highly readable and enjoyable inventions – or, to return to the harsh fact, lies. One absolute staple of the whole Beckford legend is his enchanting account of the delayed celebrations for his twenty-first birthday held at Fonthill over Christmas 1781 – youth gathered together with lights, music, and vaguely forbidden pleasures. But we depend entirely on the description which Beckford wrote of it at some time in the 1830s – an old man’s reminiscences fifty years later; and, as I point out in the Portugal chapters, an account he wrote in 1787 of an evening party in Lisbon sounds suspiciously similar to the Fonthill revelry, with the same tone of quivering rapture, even the same light effects. At this point the ground shakes again under a biographer’s feet: was the Lisbon passage itself written in 1787, or was it carefully revised years later? Certainly there were revisions from the original brief notes, but how soon after the events? Might both the Fonthill and the Lisbon passages be an ingenious old liar’s roughly contemporaneous revisions? The earth gapes as wide as that crevice which swallowed up fifty children as a sacrifice to an evil Giaour in Beckford’s Arabian novel Vathek. But then, those children did not really die: at the end of the book it is revealed that an angel magicked them all off to Paradise. So what, when Beckford is writing or speaking, can be believed? The answer must be: very little, as an absolute certainty; but something, if the texts are approached with positive caution.


The second trap is the one which biographers create for themselves: the ‘if only’ syndrome. No biographer has been able to resist this: Cyrus Redding in 1859, Lewis Melville in 1910, J.W. Oliver in 1932, Guy Chapman in 1937, H.A.N. Brockman in 1956, Boyd Alexander in 1962 and, most recently, Brian Fothergill in 1979 have all, to some degree or another, tried to air-brush over Beckford’s sexual identity, to ignore, underplay or deplore his sexual love for young males. Redding, a journalist who knew Beckford personally and could be described as the authorised biographer, ignored his sexuality completely, a very Victorian response. Melville, the Edwardian, did the same but compensated by giving Beckford’s relations with Louisa, the wife of his first cousin, good measure. Biographers writing after the 1914–18 war, when the unmentionable could be mentioned but was still morally unspeakable, were in more of a predicament. Chapman printed letters which proved a sexual involvement, but then drew back in desperate moral revulsion and insisted that Beckford’s relations with ‘Kitty’ Courtenay of Powderham Castle were only ‘sentimental sodomy’. In a final absurdity he declared that ‘Beckford’s life is completely sexless and it may be suggested that he was sexually rather subnormal than abnormal’. Yet during their brief marriage Beckford’s wife bore him two daughters and suffered a miscarriage and a still-birth, all in the space of four years. Oliver had the same access as Chapman to his subject’s letters, but drew the same mysterious veil over Beckford’s ‘sodomitical’ associations.


In the more open post-1945 climate of opinion, Brockman, Boyd Alexander and Brian Fothergill had less excuse. Brockman, himself an architect, was more interested in Beckford’s building ventures than his sexual predilections. In his two books on Beckford, Boyd Alexander made it clear that Beckford was in active pursuit of adolescents for most of his life, yet concluded, bewilderingly, that he ‘wrote obsessively about sex because he was repressed and possibly impotent’: anything, in fact, except actual fun in bed. Fothergill was the biographer Beckford would have most disliked, as he gives every sign of disliking Beckford, describing him as ‘hysterical’, ‘insensitive’, influenced by ‘bizarre and aberrant tastes’ and of a ‘feminine nature’; when he was young he had a ‘wayward, capricious and already at times morbid imagination’, later he was distorted by ‘a vicious mole of nature’ and was guilty of ‘complete selfishness’ and the ‘lack of any genuinely deep feelings’.


Far and away the most sensitive and satisfying study of Beckford was not a full-length biography but James Lees-Milne’s short, lavishly illustrated William Beckford, published in 1976. Written with a detached, almost cynical sympathy for its subject, it avoided all the evasions and the confused moral reservations of earlier biographies.


A young American researcher, John Farrell, writing his D. Phil, thesis on Beckford in 1984, pointed out this long record of concealment and hypocrisy and then, in what I am tempted to describe as a typical late-twentieth-century determination that it should ‘all hang out’, demanded an analysis of Beckford which gave full and frank recognition of his homosexuality.


Here I have to insist upon the obvious: Beckford was not a homosexual, he was a confident, active, self-aware bisexual, and that is a much richer and more confusing condition. He had an emotional range which English society was not prepared to tolerate, as a result of which he faced moral choices, at first with a bewildered innocence, later with arrogant resentment. His importance stems from the fact that he channelled that resentment creatively, writing Vathek and his Journal and building Fonthill Abbey, his extraordinary mock-Gothic house in Wiltshire. As a man of enormous wealth in moral isolation, Beckford was directly confronted by huge possibilities, upon some of which he acted. This explains our continuing interest in his life long after his death, when in conventional terms of appraisal he appears to be remarkable only for that one short early novel, some letters of travel, and an Abbey which collapsed after a mere twenty-seven years.


Vathek is, however, a book of unique oddity. It may be short – a fast reader will absorb it in two or three hours – but moves from a light-hearted, elegant Arabian pastiche to a vision of Hell and eternity which makes Milton’s equivalent descriptive passages seem to evoke no more than a scorched version of Vanbrugh’s Blenheim Palace. John Keats is always praised for his ‘negative capability’, an unhelpful phrase intended to convey his ability to identify with the life of other living creatures. Beckford, writing thirty years before Keats, achieved in Vathek a moral ‘negative capability’ towards absolute evil and absolute good by adopting a stance of absolute neutrality to both extremes, contrived within a framework not of the Christian world but of an alien Mohammedan environment where, paradoxically, the values of Calvinistic Christianity were faithfully preserved. The most vicious behaviour is allowed to glitter engagingly in Vathek – mass murders are passed off as amusing trivia, the Devil is handsome and has good taste – yet the conclusion is an absolute and convincing condemnation of selfish folly. A monstrous personality like Carathis, the mother of Vathek, is allowed to indulge her theatrical sense of style until the very last moment, but is then cut down in terrible regret. It leaves the impression of a persuasively moral book which has explored evil with every sympathy. And its author was only twenty-two years old.


As for that short-lived house Beckford built, Fonthill Abbey, it was to have far more stylistic resonance than a contemporary structure, the Prince Regent’s Brighton Pavilion, which has survived. Beckford was a pre-Romantic who during the eclipse of his reputation between 1784 and 1800 contrived to embrace Romanticism and then phase naturally into the Victorian, with his Abbey giving the nineteenth century a hefty push into that exhilarating collapse of taste and style which it has taken England another hundred years to absorb. Once the Abbey had become a legend, nothing was impossible; stylistically speaking, no holds were barred. While the Brighton Pavilion was a frivolous plaything, the Abbey was a serious proposal for the way ahead: when its frail tower of wood, stone and compo-cement went up, English historicism was put on the architectural agenda.


Of course Fonthill Abbey was a structural disaster. The temptation when writing about Beckford is to keep inventing ways in which he might have avoided his disasters, when in reality it is the disasters which have made him memorable: his bisexual predicament, his unpredictable aesthetic drive and his wildly eclectic range of taste.


Of course Beckford could have taken his mother’s advice and not gone to Powderham Castle in 1784; of course he could have married Donna Henriqueta and settled down to dabble in Portuguese politics, or plant trees at Fonthill. Of course, with his money and his father’s example, he could have given his energy to Westminster, and risen to Cabinet rank. If Pitt the Younger had not hated him, perhaps Beckford might have achieved a peace treaty with France in 1797. If he had not been in such desperate haste to raise Fonthill Abbey, its tower might have had proper foundations and the house might have survived to become a National Trust property open to visitors, with teas served in its cloister. But none of these things happened, and because disaster after disaster befell him as a result of his nature, his wealth, his Romantic sensibility and his contemporaries, he became an icon of Romanticism and a sexual and architectural Lucifer. It is wrong and foolish to wish that any of his disasters could have been avoided; they are of his essence and should be appreciated, not sympathetically, for sympathy is not needed, but merely with an open mind, the thought that This is how he was, This is why he is remembered.





My first chapter on ‘the formidable and inaccessible Vathek’ needs an explanation, if not quite an apology. It is not my original writing, only the result of my editing; consequently, it reads quite unlike subsequent chapters, more like the opening to a light historical novel than to a biographical study. It is taken, exactly in the sequence of its events and word for word where conversations are recorded, from a very slim volume, Recollections of the Late William Beckford, published in 1893. The author was a mediocre Bath artist, Henry Venn Lansdown, who persuaded his way into Beckford’s company for a few weeks when the old gentleman was living a ritualised retirement in the complex of two large houses which he had knocked together on a terrace high on Bath’s northern hillside.


This book is, despite Beckford’s notoriety, the only full first-hand account of what he was like as a person, of his manners and his speech patterns. There are no other revealing memoirs, because Beckford had no talent for friendship, and lust, after a first betrayal, seems never to have led him into love. Whether he avoided people of his own class or whether they avoided him is debatable; but when men like the poet Samuel Rogers did contrive to meet him, they were too absorbed in his building prodigies to offer telling details about his person. Venn Lansdown was the exception. He came consciously to meet and savour a legend. Himself a manipulative man, he was confronted by an arch manipulator, settled down to hero-worship, and took his ultimate brisk dismissal with equanimity. Where witnesses are concerned he was the most impartial, and I have deliberately left him to make the first impression.



















CHAPTER ONE


To the formidable and inaccessible Vathek himself





It had taken several months. Henry Goodridge had made excuses, even offered grave warnings as to the kind of reception that might be expected. To a friend Mr Beckford could be ‘all gentlemanly frankness and affability’; but Mr Venn Lansdown was not even an acquaintance, and to the world Beckford was ‘retiring, reserved, distant, full of hauteur, cynical, impatient’. As a Bath resident, living near the Abbey in the Orange Grove, Venn Lansdown had heard much worse than that. Bath had Beckford marked down as not only its most celebrated citizen, but its most notorious: a sodomite whose workmen had once gone on strike in sturdy British protest against labouring for a ‘bugger’. It was reported that he practised cabbalistic ceremonies and the black arts with a colony of ugly dwarves whom he lodged in a gallery-bridge that Mr Goodridge had designed for him. This bridge connected 20 Lansdown Crescent with 1 Lansdown Place West, on the other side of the mews road. When Beckford sold Number 1 he retained the bridge as an extension to Number 20, subsequently buying Number 19 and knocking the two adjacent houses into one. Being immensely rich and self-indulgent, he was said to often sit down to forty dishes at one dinner and to earn, by the labour of slaves on his Jamaica sugar plantations, a guinea a minute, or was it an hour? No one was quite sure, but the degree of his wealth was certainly immoral.


None of this troubled Henry Venn Lansdown. As a married man he could cope with old eccentrics of any moral persuasion. He had been around, travelled in Italy, visited Malta; and, what really mattered, he was an artist: Beckford’s patronage of English painters was legendary. So he persisted and Goodridge, who as Beckford’s jobbing architect and almost friend had been through it all before, eventually came back with a date and a precise time when this enthusiastic young artist would be given a tour of the Beckford art treasures by William Beckford in person.


Half an hour after twelve noon on 21 August 1838 the two Henrys, Goodridge soberly professional in his dress, Venn Lansdown consciously artistic with a silk cravat, knocked at the door of the Beckford establishment on the highest and most discreetly elegant of the city’s several crescents. The new visitor had prepared carefully. He had re-read Vathek, and had not only read Italy; with Sketches of Spain and Portugal, Beckford’s most recent publication, but had memorised a few passages from it to drop appreciatively into the conversation. It would take more than hauteur and cynicism to deflect him from his purpose, which was to charm and impress.


They were shown up to a large room which Venn Lansdown mistook for the library because it was littered with books – but so was every other room in the two houses. It had indeed once been the main library, but was now the ante-room to the flamboyantly draped ‘Duchess of Hamilton’s State Apartment’, the Duchess being Beckford’s younger daughter. It was as well that Goodridge had prepared Venn Lansdown for a cold reception, for when their host entered the only welcome they received was from his ‘lovely spaniel’, Elinor, which ran forward to lick their hands ‘in the most affectionate and hospitable manner’. From Beckford himself there was only a curt nod, before he swung into his well-practised tour of the house. This may explain why Venn Lansdown opened his written account of the meeting with a rapturous delineation of ‘the magnificent and palatial’ scale of the room, its Persian carpets, the eight tall windows with their crimson curtains and the ‘immense mirror’ set on the end wall of the bridge gallery, but offered not a word of description of the owner himself. However, as an artist Venn Lansdown was curiously uninterested in the human form. He could manage tolerable ink and wash studies of local houses under lowering skies, but his human figures are only tokens, like his awful hump-backed, spindle-legged horses.


If he had troubled to observe his unwelcoming host he would have recorded a small, slender seventy-eight-year-old, very agile and quick moving, as ready to leap over a stool as to step around it. Because all his teeth had fallen out he had an old man’s head on that youthful body, the hooked beak of his nose coming very close to his chin, but the small grey eyes were aggressively alert and assessing. He wore his hair short and powdered in the eighteenth-century fashion and his clothes were those of a modest country gentleman, buffs and greens predominating. As he talked he gesticulated freely, but when examining one of his paintings he put both his heavily freckled hands over his mouth as if in self-restraint. The light easy flow of his English was peppered with French phrases, pronounced always in the accent of the old pre-Revolutionary Court.


Now, quick to assert himself in the presence of an artist, Beckford turned to a Rembrandt self-portrait to deliver the shock statement:




What a glorious fellow the Dutchman was, without grace or beauty. He threw his light like another sun – what strength he had – the very Samson of art! – but his native dykes and dams stagnating all. How unfortunate that the nature he copied partook of his mental constitution – he revelled in Dutch grossness!





Goodridge was silent. He had heard all this before. Registering that here was a shrewd critical intelligence, Venn Lansdown held his fire, agreeing that, while trying to look dignified by holding his head back, Rembrandt had spoilt the effect by the ‘sly humour’ of his eyes.


When their host moved on to his superb Bronzino of Cosimo de Medici, however, the visitor was ready with a little one-upmanship: ‘The works of that master are rare,’ he accepted deferentially, ‘but a friend of mine, Mr Day, had a noble one at his rooms in Piccadilly, St John in the Wilderness. The conception of the figure and poetical expression of the face always seemed to me astonishingly fine. Pray, Sir, do you know that picture?’ Interrupted in mid flight and constitutionally unable to confess ignorance, Beckford was thrown. ‘Perfectly,’ he snapped back, ‘it partakes of the sublime and is amazingly fine.’ But before he could get another word in, the visitor had launched into a well-informed discursion on the Medici family’s fratricidal and parricidal activities. Trapped into a conventionally banal moral argument, the old gentleman had to admit lamely that ‘we have the consolation of knowing that two broods of vipers were destroyed.’


He turned quickly to the next picture, a Titian of the Constable Montmorency, only to have his knowledgeable visitor riposte perfectly with Henri Quatre’s bon mot, ‘Avec un Connétable qui ne sait pas écrire, et un Chancelier qui ne sait pas le Latin, j’ai réussi dans toutes mes entreprises’, then immediately deflect the discussion to another painting, one by Lawrence not in Beckford’s collection at all but apparently relevant to Titian’s technique of poetic deception. At that point only two courses were open to Beckford: he could, in one of his famous rages, show this impertinent puppy the door, or he could admit the presence of an art fancier every bit as glib as himself. To his credit he laughed heartily at the Lawrence comparison, and the tour continued as between two equals. Venn Lansdown’s next contribution was unfortunate. He commented that a beautiful Velásquez portrait of an unknown man was ‘amazingly like Lord Byron’; Beckford, who disliked Byron intensely and with good reason, snapped back, ‘But much more handsome.’


Any rogue can talk impressively about paintings, but Venn Lansdown was fluent in that particular nineteenth-century style of art criticism that may seem naïve now but has always the merit of being limpidly accessible to the understanding. He found the ‘tout  ensemble’ of Benjamin West’s portrait of Beckford’s mother ‘as dry and hard as if painted by a Chinese novice’. As this was no more than the truth, Beckford took it like a lamb. An oil sketch by Veronese had ‘great sweetness and juiciness’, while the star of the collection, Raphael’s St Catherine, combined ‘all the refined elegance of the Venus de Medici, in form, contour, and flowing lines, with an astonishing delicacy of colour, and masterly yet softened execution’. Delighted to hear such acceptable jargon poured out over one of his treasures, Beckford responded with a joke. Some French visitors had found his Raphael insipid. ‘“C’est un assez joli tableau,” say they, “mais le tête manque de l’expression; si elle avait plus d’esprit, plus de vivacité! Mais Raphael, il n’avait jamais passé les Alpes.”’ ‘Le pauvre Raphael,’ his visitor interposed swiftly, ‘quel dommage, de ne savoir rien du grand Monarque! ni de la grande nation.’


There was more laughter. Nothing draws the English closer together than jokes about the French (unless it is jokes about the Germans). The atmosphere became so genial that when Venn Lansdown offered the opinion that the English artist Stotherd was Raphael’s equal, Beckford, who had patronised Stotherd at Fonthill, agreed readily. Indeed, a feature of the remainder of the tour was the time the two men spent discussing British painters, contemporaries for the most part, though they were surrounded by European Old Masters. Howard’s representation of The Planets was, they agreed, ‘a wonderful picture’, Martin, Danby and Turner were all much praised in their absence, while ‘some of the rarest specimens by G. Poussin, Wouvermans, Berghem, Van Huysum, Polemberg, and others’ were passed without comment, though all actually hanging on the walls. Beckford did not show any of the three Turners he had retained from the original six of Fonthill because they were ‘too poetical, too ideal … Turner took such liberties with it that he entirely destroyed the portraiture, the locality of the spot.’


Venn Lansdown had heard that the architect John Buonarotti Papworth was considering a project to rebuild the Abbey. Beckford dismissed the idea as impossible, ‘unless it were to be made a national affair’. But the mention of Fonthill seemed to stir his conscience – or perhaps he saw a way of getting back at Goodridge, who had upset him as they were climbing the stairs by mention of a new book which claimed that his father, Alderman Beckford, had never really made the celebrated speech to George III on which his political reputation largely rested. ‘I assure you I had no idea of parting with Fonthill,’ he insisted, ‘till Farquhar made me the offer. I wished to purge it … but as to the building itself I had no more notion of selling it than you have (turning to his architect) of parting with anything, with’ – at that point he paused slyly for effect, and Venn Lansdown faithfully registered the pause in his written account by a dash – ‘with the clothes you have on.’


Given Beckford’s reputation, it was an uneasy moment. Back in 1817, when Fonthill was still a closed and guarded estate, work on the Abbey was proceeding at a hectic pace. Was Henry Goodridge, son of a Bath builder and then only only a twenty-year-old apprentice, allowed to make a water-colour of the unfinished Abbey? One of his sketches of this period is of a pinnacled Gothic mansion. Beckford admitted freely to his biographer Cyrus Redding: ‘I like to be among workmen. I never had less than one hundred employed at Fonthill. Sometimes I had three hundred.’ He also bathed regularly each morning in Bitham Lake, just below the Abbey. Was that when he first met the talented young draughtsman–labourer? Did he find him reluctant to strip off and join him in the water, but still encourage his skills, even paying for that surprising trip to France which Goodridge is known to have made before 1818? It would explain why, when Beckford settled in Bath in 1822, he immediately chose Goodridge, a young and virtually untried architect, to join with him in designing Beckford’s Tower up on Lansdown, one of the most innovative and remarkable structures of its time.


Without further comment the trio turned to study a precious Japanese vase protected under a glass dome. There followed an incident which William Hazlitt would have relished. In the London Magazine of 1823 the journalist had published an attack on Beckford’s collecting mania, scornfully dismissing his celebrated art objects as ‘nothing more than obtrusive proofs of the wealth of the immediate possessor’, deployed ‘to excite the wondering curiosity of the stranger, who is permitted to see (as a choice privilege and favour), even to touch, baubles so dazzling and of such exquisite nicety of execution that, if broken or defaced, would be next to impossible to replace.’ That was precisely what Beckford, having embarrassed Goodridge, proceeded to do with this new ‘stranger’. Taking off the glass dome, he desired Venn Lansdown to carry the vase to the window for closer study. ‘I really am afraid to touch it,’ he protested, but Beckford ‘forced it into my hands.’ On this occasion nothing was ‘broken or defaced’. What had looked heavy ‘proved as light as a feather’, but Venn Lansdown was clearly excited by the enforced ‘choice privilege’.


As the tour proceeded the visitor, impressed despite himself, went out of his way to flatter the ‘Master’ about his decorative devices and demonstrate an admiring familiarity with his published works. Noticing in the hall of number 19 ‘a singular and harmonious light … produced by crimson silks strained over the fanlight of the outer door’, he declared, ‘This place puts me in mind of the Hall of Eblis.’ ‘You are quite right,’ Beckford replied, much gratified, ‘this is unquestionably the Hall of Eblis. Then you have read “Vathek”. How do you like it?’ ‘Vastly,’ declared Venn Lansdown. ‘I read it in English many years ago, but never in French.’ That was not a perfectly tactful response. The English version had in fact been written by the Revd Samuel Henley, Beckford having been too airily refined to translate his original French version into his native language. ‘Then read it in French,’ he urged sharply. ‘The French edition is much finer than the English.’


To make amends for this error Venn Lansdown, on being shown a Gaspar de Crayer of Philip II of Spain, ‘almost involuntarily ejaculated “Pale slave of Eblis”,’ claiming disingenuously that ‘Just then my head was too full of the Hall of Eblis, of “Vathek” and its associations, for mere ordinary admiration of even one of the finest portraits painted.’ He ingratiated himself with his host even further in the new drawing room suites which Beckford had recently created in the union of the two adjacent houses. Seeing ‘the magnificent effect produced by a scarlet drapery, whose ample folds covered the whole side of the room opposite the three windows from the ceiling to the floor,’ he quoted from Beckford’s Sketches his very words on ‘the powers of drapery … Nothing produces so grand and at the same time so comfortable an effect.’ He continued, ‘I was never so convinced of the truth of your observations as at the present moment. What a charming and comfortable effect does that splendid drapery produce!’ Beckford accepted the compliment graciously, only remarking that the drapery was ‘nothing to what I had at Fonthill in the great octagon. There were purple curtains fifty feet long.’


In the same room was a silver-gilt lamp that had hung in the Oratory of St Anthony at Fonthill Abbey. Its shape and proportions were very elegant, ‘and no wonder,’ the by now uninhibitedly oleaginous Venn Lansdown added, ‘it was designed by the author of “Italy” himself.’ Mercifully the tour was nearing its close, reaching a climax with a Greek vase ten inches high carved from a single block of chalcedonian onyx which revealed more of Beckford’s collecting spirit than perhaps anything else in the house. Its attraction for him was ‘the number of diamonds it must have taken to make any impression on such a hard substance’ and the fact that, as a perfect collector’s conjuring trick, like a rabbit from a hat he could produce an engraving from a drawing which the great Rubens had made of that selfsame vase when it was in pawn two hundred years earlier.


The two visitors hoped they had not outstayed their welcome, and were told that it was a pleasure to show the collections to those who really appreciated them, ‘for I assure you,’ Beckford added, ‘I find very few who do.’ Learning that Venn Lansdown had not visited the Tower, he insisted, ‘Then you must come up again.’ Goodridge was favoured with a handshake, Venn Lansdown only with a bow. The tour had, after all, taken on at times the nature of an intellectual battle. But then, as if recalling the recent shower of compliments, Beckford, ‘stepping back, held out his hand in the kindest manner, repeating the words “Come up again”. We found we had spent three hours in his company’ Even at the age of seventy-eight Beckford, aided by wealth, possessions, a ruthless confidence in his own judgement and a threatening charm, had been able to recruit a new admirer. After those three hours of crimson half-light Venn Lansdown was avid to see the Tower, ‘that extraordinary structure, but still more to see again the wonderful individual to whom it belonged.’


In the event, the trip a few weeks later to the Tower was a disappointment. Once more in Goodridge’s company, Venn Lansdown was left in an ante-room of number 20 crammed with golden vessels, then shown up the newly planted nature trail to the Tower by a servant. Beckford, accompanied by his old gardener Vincent, met them outside the Tower and pointed out a few choice trees and shrubs which Vincent had persuaded to grow on that windswept hilltop, but he did not accompany them on their tour inside the building. Clouds had dimmed the sun, the views were less than perfect, but the plate glass in the windows was considered a prodigy, and to be admired there was, as always, a great vase of flowers, picked and arranged by the Master.


More impressive than any of the Tower’s treasures was the sight of Mr Beckford leaving in mid morning to ride down to Lansdown Crescent for his breakfast ‘with two servants standing respectfully and uncovered at the door, whilst two more held the horses’. Venn Lansdown wound himself up for what he appears at the time to have believed would be a last glimpse of his new hero. The scene, ‘whilst this extraordinary man mounted his horse’, had ‘a poetical feeling’; he was ‘reminded most forcibly of similar scenes in Scott’s novels. In particular the ancient Tower of Tillietudleni was presented to my mind’s eye.’ He had a ‘melancholy foreboding’ that this would be a last glimpse and experienced ‘an elevation of feeling … impossible to describe’. Such moments, he insisted, ‘are worth whole years of everyday existence’. Lost for words, he quoted lines of Petrarch taken from Beckford’s Sketches:








O ora, o giorno, o ultimo momento,


O stelle conjurate ad impoverime.











Despite this turgid farewell Venn Lansdown was soon back at the Tower, obviously hoping for a chance encounter. None occurred, and once again it was the colour symphonies of the rooms that impressed him, rather than the collections. He noticed reverently that ‘the walls are covered with scarlet cloth; the curtains on each side of the window being a deep purple produce a striking contrast; the colouring of the ceiling, crimson, purple and gold, is admirable.’ In that rich, outrageously confident evocation of Eblis, Venn Lansdown was hailing and enjoying an anticipation of the visuals of Victorian interior decoration, a foreshadowing of countless rooms of heavily bright paint and Turkey carpeting.


Over the next month the would-be acolyte did manage to contrive four more meetings with the great man, and on each occasion Beckford went shamelessly to work creating his own image by a mixture of lies, half-lies and name-dropping. He knew, for instance, that a large section of a Michelangelo currently for sale had been repainted by Benjamin West, because the American artist had told him so, personally. Lord Byron had been desperate to read Beckford’s unpublished ‘Episodes of Vathek’, calling once with Vathek in his pocket and proclaiming it his ‘gospel’; Venn Lansdown was even allowed a privileged glimpse of that text. Another Beckford ‘triumph’ had been to write a book in a French so perfect (he was speaking of Vathek again) that for years everyone believed a Frenchman must have been the author; it had in fact been heavily edited and corrected by a Frenchman before publication, but that was not mentioned.


Inevitably, by the third meeting, the Mozart legend had surfaced. ‘How poor dear Mozart would be frightened’ (moralised Mr Beckford) ‘could he hear some of our modern music!’ The usual story followed. Mozart had been eight, Beckford only six: ‘it was rather ludicrous one child being the pupil of another’. That, however, was what had happened, and then Mozart went to Vienna, obtained ‘vast celebrity’, but still had the generosity to write to Beckford, saying: ‘Do you remember that march you composed which I kept so long? Well, I have just composed a new opera and I have introduced your air.’ The opera was the Nozze di Figaro. ‘Is it possible, sir!’ exclaimed Venn Lansdown. ‘And which then is your air?’ ‘You shall hear it,’ Beckford replied eagerly. Then, as so often before in a long lifetime, he sat down to the piano and sang, in his high, almost castrato tenor, to a captive audience. The piano was one of a pair – the two largest ever made, or so Beckford claimed. The air was ‘Non piu andrai’. It was not only one of Mozart’s most celebrated but also, and this was Beckford’s cleverness, one which, with its simple repetitive marching step, could just conceivably have been composed, in its basic notes, by a very precocious six-year-old. Even now, while few believe the story, no one can put hand on heart and confidently swear that Beckford could not possibly have been the original composer. A legend was in projection.


‘He struck the notes with energy and force, he sang a few words’ and, so his listener reported, ‘his eyes sparkled, and his countenance assumed an expression which I had never noticed before.’ It could easily have been one of delighted mischief. When Venn Lansdown came to write Beckford’s obituary for the Bath Herald he stated as a fact that ‘many justly admired airs were originally his composition, and improved on by Mozart and other great composers of the time’.


On that penultimate meeting Beckford was in high fantasy-form. He claimed shamelessly that when he was in Portugal, ‘I had as much influence and power as if I had been the King’. One lie led naturally to another; the Prince Regent of Portugal had acknowledged him in public as his relation, ‘which indeed,’ Beckford added, ‘I was.’ The reality had been an eight-year struggle merely to be presented at the Portuguese Court by a furtive back-door route. But, he continued nonchalantly, ‘I had the privilege of an entrance at all times, and could visit the Royal Family in ordinary dress. Of course,’ he added, ‘on grand occasions I wore Court costume.’


Once launched on this orbit there was no stopping him. In Germany he had been treated as a grandee of the first rank, while his younger daughter was not only Duchess of Hamilton in Great Britain but accepted as ‘Duchess de Châtelerault’ by the restored Bourbon Kings of France and allowed to sit in the Royal presence when all others stood. To cap his visit and as a reward for his muscular gullibility, Venn Lansdown was permitted to read the first sentences of Beckford’s ultimate literary mystery, the ‘Episodes of Vathek’, and memorise ‘Mes malheurs, O Caliphe, sont encore plus grands que les vôtres, aussi bien que mes crimes’. Beckford was withholding the ‘Episodes’ from publication until a thousand pounds was on offer (the money never came). Intoxicated by these confidences, Venn Lansdown deliberately left his umbrella behind as an excuse for a return visit. His friend Goodridge was not optimistic about the success of this device. Mr Beckford’s famous fits of fury had been moderating as he grew older, but ‘for my part,’ Goodridge warned, ‘I am always looking out for squalls.’


After a fortnight of hesitation Venn Lansdown went back, found his umbrella exactly where he had left it, and asked the porter to announce his name to the Master. A few minutes later ‘the author of “Vathek”’ entered ‘beaming with good nature and affability’. Sensing the perfect moment, Venn Lansdown proposed the tactless and ill-conceived scheme that had been at the back of his mind throughout their meetings: would Beckford come to his house, he asked, as it would give him ‘the greatest possible pleasure’ to show him some copies of pictures that were once in Beckford’s possession but which he had sold. To suggest that such a fastidious collector might want to view copies of paintings which he had sold because he was tired of them was a crass error of judgement. If Venn Lansdown had made the copies himself it was even worse, as he was a notably third-rate artist. Even so, Beckford let him down gently: ‘I shall be delighted to see them,’ was his reply, ‘but for some days I am rather busy; I will come next week.’


Of course, he never did: this was their last meeting. He turned swiftly to one of his favourite topics, ‘the awful state the country is in, to explain that ‘one’, meaning himself, ‘has scarcely time to think about poetry or painting’. With ‘our stupid, imbecile Government’ permitting assemblies of as many as 150,000 of ‘the common people’ to agitate and, which was worse, even pray together, there would soon be no security for works of art. ‘The ground we stand on is trembling,’ he declared, ‘and gives signs of an approaching earthquake.’


Poor Venn Lansdown had still not got the message. He ventured to argue that ‘whatever political changes might happen, property was perfectly secure’. ‘Have you time to go through the rooms with me?’ Beckford asked, beginning to steer his visitor towards the front door, and following up more pointedly with, ‘But perhaps you are going somewhere?’ Venn Lansdown was indeed going somewhere: he was going out, despite a protest that he was ‘perfectly disengaged’. Along the landing they walked, past a severe portrait of Alderman Beckford. ‘If my father’s advice had been taken we should not now be in danger of starvation’. Beckford was in apocalyptic mood as he ushered Venn Lansdown through the library with its concealed doorway. This time there were to be no exchanges of opinion on Old Masters, no handling of Japanese vases. Only one subject still preyed on Beckford’s mind. As they paused in the entrance hall he turned to his uninvited guest to report, apropos of nothing except his own abiding obsession: ‘I have been to Fonthill since I saw you. I don’t think much of what Papworth [the architect] has done there. I rode thirty-eight miles in one day without getting out of the saddle. That was pretty well, eh?’


And that was the last Venn Lansdown ever heard directly from Beckford’s own lips: from a man still anxious for admiration and receiving it, a man still deeply concerned over every development in that loved and lost Wiltshire Elysium. The door was closed.


*


William Beckford died on 2 May 1844, politely refusing the consolations of religion, ordering his favourite dog to be removed from his bedroom where it had always slept and its blanket burnt: a consistent denial of normal human emotional weakness.


If Venn Lansdown attended the funeral – and the majority of Bath’s citizens, some 20,000, did line the streets to see the procession pass – then he left no record of it. Instead, on 28 October in the same year, with an unnamed companion, male and possibly Goodridge, he set off to visit Fonthill in a personal act of homage to the hero who had so firmly rejected him.


They took the Salisbury stage-coach as far as Warminster and walked the remaining twelve miles over the downs, hiring a ‘clownish bumpkin’ to carry their carpet-bag. While they were still nine miles away from Fonthill the ‘gigantic remains’ of the ruined Abbey, the East Transept, ‘a point, pinnacle and round tower’, were visible on ‘a blue hill of singular form’. At Hindon a new lad took over the carpet-bag and led them through the tunnel under the Terrace to skirt the ‘Barrier’, a seven-mile wall, pass Fonthill Gifford’s ‘purely Italian’ church and arrive at the Beckford Arms.


There they were shown into ‘a lovely parlour that savoured of the refined taste that once reigned in this happy solitude’. In its bow window were stained-glass shields with the arms of Alderman Beckford, his wife and ‘their eccentric son’. An hour of hazy autumn sunshine remaining, they determined to penetrate ‘the sacred enclosure that once prevented all intrusion to this mysterious solitude’. It is evident that the guarded privacy of Beckford’s Fonthill, the seven-mile wall as much as the Abbey itself, is the staple of the gathering Romantic legend, Coleridge’s ‘Xanadu’ in ‘twice five miles’ of wall, Poe’s gloomy ‘Domain of Arnheim’. Through a gate and up a steep winding road arched over with trees they came to what was once the ‘gem and wonder of the earth’. There, suddenly revealed, with ‘octangular’ turrets a hundred and twenty feet high, arched windows sixty feet high, was the East Transept, never perfectly completed and now roofless ‘as Glastonbury Abbey’. ‘If you wish for a sight of all that is melancholy, all that is desolate,’ Venn Lansdown wrote that evening, ‘visit a modern ruin.’


They pressed on through briars and brambles into the great octagon and looked up. Only two sides of it to the north remained standing, two arches and above them two windows of the four ‘Nunneries’ or guest bedrooms, then higher still two round windows that once lit the domed vault. But ‘the noble organ screen, designed by “Vathek” himself’ – Beckford’s real identity lost within his literary creation – survived, ‘its gilded lattices … yet glitter in the last rays of the setting sun’. The western transept was a mere roofless shell, its thirty-foot doors gaping, but a statue of St Anthony still held out its right hand ‘as if to protect the sylvan and mute inhabitants of these groves … from the cruel gun and still more cruel dog’.


There was time only for a quick tour of the long south wing. In the Brown Parlour, fifty-two feet long, were eight windows each with four gigantic plate-glass lights, painted ‘in the midst of red, purple, lilac, and yellow ornaments … with four elegant figures, designed by the artist Hamilton, of kings and knights, from whom Mr Beckford was descended … thirty-two figures drawn most correctly’. In this room at least Venn Lansdown’s imagination could still work upon a substantial base: ‘in this very room dined frequently the magnificent “Vathek” on solid gold, and there, where stood his table, covered with every delicacy to tempt the palate, is now a pool of water, for the roof is insecure, and the rain streams through in torrents’. He could, he believed, still smell ‘odiferous perfume’ in the Cedar Boudoir next door.


Out in the Fountain Court the marble basin was dry, but Venn Lansdown was in the mood for poetry and quoted, from Byron’s Giaour, another fountain’s music:








’Twas sweet of yore to hear it play


And chase the sultriness of day,


As springing high the silver dew


In whirls fantastically flew


And flung luxurious coolness round


The air, and verdure o’er the ground.


’Twas sweet, when cloudless stars were bright,


To view the wave of watery light


And hear its melody by night.











They made their way back through the gloomy wood, or in the writer’s Latinate diction ‘an umbrageous covert’, to the Beckford Arms, anticipating a closer inspection of the half-ruined Abbey in the morning.


Next day they woke to sunshine, breakfasted, and at the Barrier Gate met an old woman, picturesque enough in her dress to have served Gainsborough or Venn Lansdown’s old teacher Benjamin Barker as a model. Lansdown decided to quiz her. Did she know Mr Beckford? ‘I have seen him, sir, many, many times; but he is gone, and I trust – I do trust – to rest. He was a good man to the poor, never was there a better.’ With perhaps a touch of personal feeling, Venn Lansdown expressed astonishment. He had heard that Beckford never gave anything away. But this released a flow of angry defence: ‘Who could have invented such lies? There never was a kinder friend to the poor, and when he left they lost a friend indeed … in the winter when snow was on the ground and firing dear, he used to send wagons and wagons for coal to Warminster, and make them cut through the snow to fetch it, and gave the poor souls plenty of firing, besides money, blankets and clothing, too, and as for me,’ she continued, ‘I can answer for three half-sovereigns he gave me himself at different times with his own hand.’ She had met him as she was carrying her baby daughter, ‘and I was shuffling along to get out of his way, when he called out, “What a beautiful little babe, let me look at it,” and then he smiled and made as though he would shake hands with the child, and bless you, he slipped half-a-sovereign into my hand.’


Venn Lansdown was not only delighted by this anecdote, he was amazed. He confessed that he had expected at Fonthill to hear curses from the peasants, not praise. The image of the demon king was well established in Bath, but the old woman’s story lends substance to a claim which Beckford once made to his biographer Cyrus Redding, that his one real regret at leaving Fonthill was that he could no longer protect the poor of the parish. He read books of sermons as well as books of travel, and wrote in one of them: ‘The Voice which calls us to look into ourselves and prepare for Judgement is too piercing, too powerful to be resisted; and we attempt, for worldly and sensual considerations, to shut our ears in vain.’


In Bath Beckford never allowed his name to be put down to charitable subscriptions; but this does not mean that he never subscribed, and there are several accounts of him emptying his pockets of gold and silver when he met cripples who were not even attempting to beg. Beckford was Victorian not only in his taste in interior decoration but in his impulses towards charitable giving and his feeling for the duties of the upper class. There was also the story that St Anthony, Beckford’s patron saint, once preached on the text ‘Where your treasure is, there shall your heart be also’, and next day they found an old miser dead with his withered heart locked in his money-box.


After some delay at the stables a key was found for a door into the northern arm of the Abbey, and soon the pilgrims were bounding up the 210 steps of the great circular staircase, a flight six feet broad around a newel three feet in diameter. This brought them out onto the roof leads, with a wide view of hanging woods and luxuriant plantations, the dark waters of the Bittern (or Bitham, originally simply ‘Bottom’) Lake almost buried among groves of pine and beech. The Beacon Terrace led south to a high hill ‘where the Alderman began, but never finished, a triangular tower’, and to the west was the mile-long reach of the Western Avenue.


The high point of the visit came in what had been St Anthony’s Oratory at the end of the north wing. After King Edward’s Gallery, with a ceiling of dark oak ‘as fresh as if just painted’ and a cornice of three gilded mouldings, came three more compartments with gilded oak roofs but all their carved ornaments vandalised. Only the ceiling of the last apartment still kept its original Beckford splendour: ‘It gleams as freshly with purple, scarlet, and gold [the same colour scheme as the Lansdown Tower] as if painted yesterday. Five slender columns expand into and support a gilded reticulation on a dark crimson ground’, and there, in the centre of the ceiling, was still dangling a dark crimson cord, severed roughly at the end. Six years earlier at Lansdown Crescent the writer had seen the elegant silver lamp, designed by Beckford himself, which had originally hung from that cord over John Charles Felix Rossi’s statue of St Anthony. There could be no closer link with the hand of ‘the great “Vathek” himself’.


They made their way back, often precariously balanced on exposed beams over gaping voids, past book recesses empty of books but still furnished with sliding shelves, to a tall door covered in ‘a crimson list’, a felt border to exclude the draughts that must have beset that cathedral-home. The door yielded to firm pressure and they came out on a balcony of the Octagon. Above them were those windows which had ‘once lighted the highest bedrooms in the world’, below was the floor of St Michael’s Gallery which had once been ‘covered in a crimson carpet, thickly strewn with white roses’. Beckford’s boast that from the balcony where they now stood had hung draperies fifty feet long was recalled; above them had once soared a dome lit by eight gilded windows.


Venn Lansdown closed the crimson door, ‘not without a feeling of sadness’. After a brief exploration of the Lancaster Tower they made for Bitham Lake, ‘so buried in wood’, then as now, ‘that it was not without some difficulty we found it’. Autumn was at its peak of turning leaves. The mirror of the lake reflected not only the trees but the ruined building: ‘its lofty towers trembled on the crystal waves as if they were really rocking and about to share the fate of the giant Tower that was once here reflected’. In 1844 the planting of the American Garden, on which Beckford had spent so much care, was reaching a ravaged maturity with ‘a labyrinth of exotic plants, a maze of rhododendrons, azaleas and the productions of warmer climes, growing as if indigenous’ among native oak, beech and fir. The writer climbed up to a seat and declared that what he had seen and admired so much on Lansdown was here carried to its utmost perfection: ‘I mean the representation of a southern wilderness. In this spot the formality of gardening is absolutely lost.’


And there, after a typically Venn Lansdown speculation that beneath the waters of Bitham Lake lay ‘the fairy palace of the Naiads, the guardians of this terrestrial Paradise’, the narrative ends, abruptly, as if the author could not bear to think about a return walk across the dreary downs with carpet-bag and ‘ignorant bumpkin’ porter. But the pilgrimage had been made, the first after Beckford’s death of many such by questing aesthetes half repelled, half fascinated by the scale of the man’s life, the scandals, the wrecked achievements and the carefully woven fabric of lies.


*


While it may seem perverse to have begun a life of Beckford only six years before his death, Venn Lansdown’s preciously pompous narrative serves a purpose. Where this complex and elusive man is concerned there is the problem not only of Beckford himself, but of the Beckford admirers. The reader’s mind needs to be fixed on both, as the Beckford cult is rather more impenetrable than Beckford’s own nature. He had little of Byron’s Romantic charisma and a far smaller literary output, while Portugal was in no need of liberation from the Turks.


Venn Lansdown suggests some of the answers. Beckford has served as a patron saint to the better-class antique dealers of life, those who appreciate provenance and craftsmanship as much as beauty: nineteenth-century Sèvres porcelain, eighteenth-century buhl furniture. He has become an icon for men hovering nervously but knowingly, always very knowingly, on the edge of their own identities. Show the Venn Lansdowns of this world the door and they will admire the gesture. Be arrogant and thoughtless, but stylish, and they will relish every detail of subsequent scandal and fall. But Beckford has a wider, more generous significance. He is everyone who has the sensibility to enjoy a perfect creation but not the genius to achieve it. After Vathek, nothing quite worked. Fonthill Abbey, as he was the first to admit, was flawed in composition as well as construction. His parks with garden flowers planted around the roots of native trees were unnatural. The flowers reverted; the briars and nettles invaded after three years. But he kept trying. That was his near-greatness. He was the eager amateur in pursuit of the Sublime. To leave Venn Lansdown in that ruined autumn garden is the way to approach the beginning of Beckford’s life – made wary by an understanding of what it was to be like at the end.



















CHAPTER TWO


Aesthetic education and a second Emile





When Beckford was a little boy he kept rabbits: the Beckford Papers and source books are crammed with such helpful snippets. Of course he kept rabbits. A man who believed that when he walked in a wood flights of finches gathered near him, drawn by a mysterious affinity, was likely to have kept rabbits, later to have built a seven-mile wall round his park to protect hares, and to have prepared a tasteful tombstone for a favourite black and brown spaniel, not when the dog died, but a full year before the anticipated bereavement. There is a pattern here, and if William Beckford had not endured an intense childhood and isolated adolescence he would never have touched briefly upon creative genius or lived such a remarkable life. The shaping forces of those first twenty-one years are of the greatest interest. The tensions of his life were the usual ones between nature and nurture, between the genes of his excitingly piratical ancestors and life in a heavily landscaped Wiltshire valley with a strict, Methodistical mother and his dead father’s subversive library.


There can be no question about the genes. Beckford’s great-great-grandfather was a London tradesman who went out to grow sugar in Jamaica shortly after Cromwell snatched the island from the Spaniards. His great-grandfather was a bullying autocrat who became Governor of Jamaica and died of a fall downstairs during a brawl in the Assembly House in which his son, Speaker Peter Beckford, was held down at swords’ point in the Speaker’s Chair. Speaker Peter survived to own twenty-two plantations and twelve hundred slaves when the island was at the peak of its prosperity, and he had the reputation of being the richest subject of the British Crown. His temper was terrible. He murdered Jamaica’s Deputy Judge-Advocate, but escaped the consequences and left his huge fortune to be divided among nine legitimate children. The second eldest son was William, always referred to as ‘Alderman’ Beckford or ‘the Great Alderman’. Sent to Westminster School in England in 1723 when he was fourteen, he moved on to Balliol College, Oxford and inherited money and property not only from his father but from his elder brother Peter, who died in 1737. Prospering mightily by the processing and selling of sugar as well as by producing it, he became an MP in order to safeguard his sugar interests at a time when France and England fought wars every few years to increase their commercial empires. He was thus a natural and valued supporter of the great war minister, Pitt the Elder, Earl of Chatham.


With Alderman Beckford, William’s father, the genetic inheritance takes a distinctly Vathek-like, Arabian Nights turn. As a young man he fell in love with a pretty Dutch girl, and when his family opposed the marriage, he brought her over to England and settled her in a handsome establishment. Trouble at the plantations called him back to Jamaica for a year, and when he returned to London he found her pregnant by her sixteen-year-old mulatto servant. She was paid off, more in sorrow than anger as he was apparently an affectionate lover, and sent back to Holland. It cannot be claimed that the incident persuaded him to concentrate on politics rather than domesticity, as he subsequently had two other mistresses by whom he fathered seven bastard children: Richard, Barbara, Nathaniel, John, Rose (who was a boy), Thomas and Susannah. He was a good father and left them all well provided for in a complex will which later involved his legal wife in years of costly litigation. Richard, the eldest, was much closer to him than his legitimate son William ever had time to become. Until the Alderman’s marriage Richard lived with his father, worked with him in commerce, visited Jamaica, and acquired a knowledge of the Beckford interests which William Beckford would never attain, nor wish to.


The Alderman’s town house in Soho Square is long gone, but by a happy chance the London home of his younger brother Richard, only a few doors away at the corner of the Square and Greek Street, survives intact, preserving the decor of the colonial Beckfords and William’s earliest years. Outwardly his uncle’s house is an austerely geometrical brick box, but the front door opens into a cavernously grand stair and entrance hall occupying almost half the building’s cubic space and intended instantly to overawe. Rich but coarsely moulded rococo plasterwork cascades down the side wall above an elegant wrought-iron stair rail. In two of the first-floor rooms the same rough garlands of conventional flowers riot around the ceilings and chimney-pieces while cherubs and blowzy nymphs dance against stylised clouds. The atmosphere of unrefined merchant ostentation is still heavy in the air, suggesting that those Beckford brothers may have been a rather vulgar set.


Even by eighteenth-century standards Alderman Beckford was a forceful character. His fiery speeches often reduced the House of Commons to laughter at his impetuously fragmented grammar delivered in an accent now usually associated with the Notting Hill Carnival. But as a landowner he controlled three pocket boroughs and he was a powerful influence in the City of London, so he was a political force to be feared as well as mocked. In 1745, still unmarried, he bought Fonthill House and some 3,000 acres on the Wiltshire–Dorset border from Francis Cottington, a Jacobite and a Roman Catholic. The house, an enormous lumbering pile of five wings, recently classicized in sub-James Gibbsian manner, needed no additions. But the Alderman had an income that fluctuated between £30,000 and £100,000 a year in ready money, anything from £600,000 to £2,000,000 in current value, varying with the fortunes of war and the accidents of the hurricane season in the West Indies. This was far more than most British dukes enjoyed, and he set about spending it on the park, preparing the nursery and environment which was to shape and inspire the imagination of his only legitimate child, William, as yet unborn.


The house stood near a medieval church and the village of Fonthill Gifford on the west bank of a small, ruler-straight, canalised stream running due north–south in a shallow, fertile valley between wooded hills. Fonthill was not a part of the barren Wiltshire Downs, though it was very close to them. The hill east of the stream, which later became young William’s ‘Satyr’s Range’ and his favourite resort, was an outlier of the fine-quality Chilmark limestone that had been used to build Salisbury Cathedral. This hillside was promptly opened up by the Alderman to supply stone for the first and most enduring of his park buildings, the arched gate-lodge which still stands north of the house over the public road from Fonthill Bishop. By the late 1740s the Palladian style was coming to be gently modified by rococo influences, and the new lodge reflects that change. Its outline is confidently Palladian, as Inigo Jones might have designed it if he had ever worked to such a scale, but the detail – the scowling key-stone masks and the dramatically vermiculated rustication – lend it a sensuous rococo enrichment that suggests the designing hand of John Vardy, one of Lord Burlington’s protégés. Vardy’s interest in Inigo Jones can be dated to 1744 and the publication of his volume of engravings, Some Designs of Mr. Inigo Jones and Mr. William Kent; the ‘grand gate-way’ was in existence and recorded by Dr Richard Pococke in the summer of 1754. At a stroke the new owner of the Fonthill estate had committed himself to the scale and nouveau-riche over-emphasis of the new house that was to rise later.


In the meantime, the old church was pulled down and the village was rebuilt out of sight, in another valley beyond the hill to the west of the house. A new Classical church, described by Pococke as ‘on the plan of Covent garden’ (another Inigo Jones link), was built some distance down the valley, inconveniently remote from both the house and the new village. Its cupola, however, offered a park feature to be glimpsed from the south-facing garden front of the house. Half-way up the western hillside a large open-fronted Classical temple was raised, and a Chinese pagoda was built on the top of the hill where the kitchen gardens and orchard were sited, out of the valley frosts. To secure greater privacy for his house the Alderman dammed the stream a mile to the south to create a typical rococo garden feature, a sinuous, smooth-sided ‘serpentine river’, and the public road was rerouted to run along its east bank, away from the house. That left its old course, under the arched gate-lodge, as a private gravel drive to the mansion. To bring the road back to its old route on the west bank downstream, a five-arched stone bridge with a balustrade was thrown across the serpentine water, providing another attractive park feature.


Then in 1755 Fonthill House burnt down. This was probably a genuine accident, because the Alderman lost most of his paintings in the blaze. When the news was brought to him in London, he made a famous gesture to establish business confidence: opening a drawer crammed with bonds, he pointed to them and calmly ordered a new house. ‘Fonthill Splendens’, designed by a City builder named Hoare, was begun on a site slightly to the south of the gutted remains of the old house, and was to be a structure of ducal grandeur. To provide stone the new quarry was opened up further, exposing a cliff face of raw rock. At the same time the Alderman decided to get a legitimate heir, and in 1756 he persuaded Maria Marsh, the widow of another London merchant and fellow Jamaican, Francis Marsh, to marry him.


It was an unexpected match and with his income he could probably have aimed higher: one of his brothers married a daughter of the Duke of Ancaster and a sister married the Earl of Effingham. Maria Marsh, though already the mother of an eight-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, was fifteen years younger than her second husband, 32 to his 47, and an attractive, imperious woman, a devout Protestant with the Calvinistic inclinations of her Scots breeding. Though strong-willed, she was socially unpretentious and opposed to airs and graces. This would have suited her new husband, as the Alderman made a point of never fitting comfortably into the English class system or acquiring the title which could have been his for the asking if he had hidden his contempt for the aristocracy and kept a lower profile in Parliament. Mrs Marsh had been born Maria Hamilton, the daughter of an MP for Wells and a granddaughter of the Earl of Abercorn, hence her son’s later close links with the Scottish aristocracy, and the Hamilton connection through which he contrived to trace his ancestry back to the kings of England and Scotland. By the failure of the direct line Mrs Beckford’s brother-in-law, Lord Archibald Hamilton, later became 9th Duke of Hamilton. Despite these aristocratic connections Mrs Beckford settled easily into what must have been a complex family of legitimate and illegitimate relations. Richard no longer lived with his father, and she struck up a close friendship with her sister-in-law Lady Effingham, who shared her low church pietism, and had access to Royal circles through her husband.


William, the only child, was born at Fonthill four years into the marriage on 29 September 1760. His father had only another nine years to live, but they were to be the years of his greatest fame, when his fearless, tactless oratory in Parliament made the name of Beckford synonymous with that of constitutional liberty. During that short time he also served an unusual two terms as Lord Mayor of London. A few months before his death he defied Royal protocol by haranguing King George III to his face on the rights of the people, rudely urging him to get rid of the corrupt ministers he had chosen. Next day the speech, or a polished version of it, was on sale in the bookshops. The Alderman, ‘the Great Beckford’, with his craggy looks, his furious glance and his Jamaican malapropisms, was on the way to becoming a national institution. Add the factor of his enormous wealth, and it became apparent to the Government that a serious error had been made in not elevating him to an earldom at the very least, thereby removing him to the calming atmosphere of the House of Lords.


A few months after that famous encounter, the Alderman was dead of rheumatic fever, brought on by the exhaustion of work and of travel between London and Fonthill. He acquired by death some of the aura of martyrdom – the lost hero in the cause of liberty – a formidable reputation to pass down to his young son. William was still not quite ten years old, and in those years his life and his father’s had touched only intermittently. Sons were no novelty to the Alderman, though in his rough, shrewd way he had noticed that his wife was rearing a precocious imp, reasonably schooled in French at the age of four, foolishly proud of his royal ancestry from the Hamilton side of the family but easily teased by a reminder that the earliest known Beckford had been a shoemaker. Both parents were given to towering rages, and William had already picked up the same emotional self-indulgence. The one warm charmer in his limited social world was Elizabeth, his half-sister, twelve years his senior and in that sense almost a young mother-figure. Fluent in French and Italian, soon to become a popular Romantic novelist, Elizabeth read stories to him and introduced him to foreign literature. If anyone led him to the copy of the Arabian Nights Entertainments in his father’s library it must have been Elizabeth. Antoine Galland’s Mille et Une Nuits, translated from an Arab manuscript, came out in twelve volumes between 1704 and 1717 and English translations from his French were being published as early as 1715, such was the attraction for English readers of a world ruthless, poetic and entirely amoral.


The impact of such a book on a rich, impressionable young boy may be judged from just one of its stories, that of Schahzenan, King of Grand Tartary. Schahzenan had cut to pieces his unfaithful wife and her lover in the bed where he found them fornicating. To ease his grief he visited the palace of his friend, Schariar, King of the Indies, but when he looked out one night from his bedroom window he saw Schariar’s Queen and her ladies joining in an orgy with their black slaves. ‘This amorous company continued together till midnight, and having bathed together in a great pond, which was one of the chief ornaments of the garden, they dressed themselves, and re-entered the palace.’ The escape from Christian morality is absolute: it could explain much of Beckford’s later carefree sexuality, and the elegantly vicious behaviour of his Caliph Vathek. Cross this Arabic literature with his mother’s Christian Calvinism, and much of Beckford’s subsequent history becomes explicable.


There was also, to confirm the child in his taste for the epicene East, his father’s remarkable ‘Turkish Room’ down in the vaulted darkness of the ground floor or ‘rustic’ of the new Splendens. With its low divans and silken and velvet furnishings it made a perfect playground for a small child. To pass from the gloom of the vaulted ‘Egyptian Hall’ to an over-decorated chamber of mirrors, soft colours and painted flowers would itself have been a transformation and an adventure. This sybaritic apartment indicates that the Alderman was as fascinated by the Islamic East as his son was to become, not only by its literature but by its fabrics and its sensuous style. In such a room the young Beckford could play out Galland’s corrupting narratives. It was the Alderman, not Alexander Cozens, that painter of dim, idealised European landscapes, who fired the child’s imagination.


Those nine years were formative. There was London in the winter, Fonthill in the summer – the marble luxury of the great house, artist’s scaffolding always cluttering the spaces as Andrea Casali’s scandalous frescos of antique lewdness actually grew before the child’s eyes. Music lessons and dancing lessons were given regularly to a boy who was a natural extrovert and performer. To share the dancing with him and admire his growing facility on the piano there was Elizabeth, the sophisticated story-teller, drawing him on into judgements on music, literature and painting that were more mature than was natural for his age. In the background, something of a shared joke yet feared, was ‘Mam’, Mrs Beckford, devout, firm and forthright, the person who made the decisions and solved all problems. When her son was seven she brought in as his tutor Robert Drysdale, a naïve young Scot whom everyone else, including his charge, looked upon as an uncouth northerner. Mrs Beckford had intended that Drysdale should introduce masculine airs and sound Scottish moral standards, but he was ill-chosen and probably came much too late. Occasionally the Alderman himself would appear, an admired monster, just a little scornful of that women’s world surrounding his son. The one presence notably lacking was that of another young boy as playmate. Boys were the missing characters and the real exotics. Rabbits, dogs and horses had to serve as their substitutes in William’s emotional world.


What the Alderman did provide which influenced his son in his absence was Fonthill Park. Fifteen years had passed since the start of the first, rococo phase of gardening; now Capability Brown was setting a fashion for natural-looking lakes and relaxed landscapes of clumped trees. With true Beckfordian impetuosity, a characteristic his son inherited to the full, the Alderman decided to raise his dam, spreading the ‘serpentine’ out to make natural inlets and irregular banks and thus create a sheet of water worthy of the overblown (and, to be honest, faintly dated) Palladian palace of Splendens. He did not employ Brown for the landscaping; instead, it seems likely that he was advised by Richard Woods, a landscape gardener of the same school who was working from 1764 to 1768 on Lord Arundell’s park at Wardour, only a few miles away from Fonthill. One favourite device of Woods’s was the creation, not of a lake but of the impression of a long reach of a sizeable river, like the Thames, and that certainly is the effect of the new water which took the place of the old ‘serpentine’: Beckford never referred to it as the ‘lake’, always as ‘the river’.


One consequence of this new ‘river’ was that the five-arched bridge and the new road on the east bank were both flooded. Public traffic returned to the west bank, running again on its way to Tisbury through the arched lodge and very close to the windows of Splendens. The wide new lake made the micro-climate of the valley unhealthily damp, a breeding ground for sinus troubles; the new quarry-face spoilt the view from the garden front; and the public road bisected the park, cutting the house off from the pleasures of the lake. But for a man like the Alderman a problem only meant the satisfaction of finding a solution. Although London was his power base and Westminster his arena, he was beginning to take his country duties seriously. He had armed and equipped a troop of local yeomanry with a brass band, and made a point of exercising them as their commanding officer every summer. Several of his bastards lived locally and one daughter had married the rector of East Knoyle, but through his Hamilton wife there were now grander gentry to entertain, and with his usual vigour he set about making his new river not merely an ornament to be viewed from the house, but the picturesque route to an entirely new sector of the park on the east bank.


This was to be a minor Cythera of bejewelled and flowery grottoes, an Island of Venus as imagined by the painter Watteau, a place worth sailing to, poetic, faintly erotic but also subterranean. The late 1750s had seen another shift in garden and landscape aesthetics. Edmund Burke had published his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas on the Sublime and Beautiful in 1757, and as a result garden fanciers questing after the ‘Sublime’ began to move from the ‘Arcadian Picturesque’ of the Alderman’s earlier, templed landscape to the ‘Savage Picturesque’ of a wilder, rocky nature. Fortunately, at this point the Alderman discovered a local quarryman, Joseph Lane from Tisbury, who proved to be a genius at rock-vaulted grotto work. Eventually Fonthill Park had no fewer than four grottoes by the Lanes – Joseph, who died in 1784, and Josiah, his son, who retained the old quarry workings at the top of the east hill as a workshop until at least 1791. The Revd Richard Warner, in his 1801 Excursions from Bath, states firmly that Lane ‘exhibited the earliest specimen of his talents in the construction of a grotto at Fonthill’. It must, therefore, have been at Fonthill that the Hon. Charles Hamilton talent-spotted the local genius on one of his visits to his cousin, Mrs Beckford, and lured Lane away to create in 1761 a much larger and more famous grotto on the island of his pleasure grounds at Painshill in Surrey. Thereafter, Lane and his son Josiah were much in demand as grotto builders and continued to work at Fonthill and elsewhere in the south-west. Their speciality was a grotto which looked from the outside like a natural rocky feature but opened up, down a dark passage, into a glittering wonderland of minerals, fossils and the effects of falling water.


Two routes were devised at Fonthill to reach that Cythera on the east bank. If a long voyage was required the travellers would set sail from a ‘boathouse’, so-called. This was actually a temple, landing stage, cold bath and nymph’s grotto combined, a place of subtle architectural beauty set at the northern, islanded extension of the lake. John Vardy is again the likely architect for one of the century’s most evocative garden buildings. Those who knew it in romantic decay, groaning under tree roots and choked with rocks, should gain permission to visit it again, now it has been cleared of debris. The trees and the romance have gone; instead there is an expensive, Aldermanic structure, triple-aisled, of crisp masonry, the arches set in deep water, the cold bath a space of shadows and changing lights.


For a shorter crossing with more Gothic events, Joseph Lane dug ‘a dark Passage’ under the road. This was a long winding tunnel vaulted with small ‘tumbler’ stones and lit at intervals from round spy-holes. It led the visitor out into a deep wooded dell where the two dark arches of a Hermitage lowered threateningly from under a ferociously rocky, artificial cliff. Inside the Hermitage on the right was a fireplace for Gothic picnics, and in the centre an altar with the reclining figure of a river god holding a sceptre and framed in an ogee arch of flints. To the left was the figure of a hermit (or Merlin), bent over his studies. All the figures can still be traced in shallow relief, though vandals have hacked away the detail. Nothing remains of the original enrichment to the walls except the outlines of arches in flints and traces of coloured decoration on the stones in the high concaves of the vault.


An oak tree grew from the roof of the Hermitage, and immediately behind it was a rough Gothic tower with steps to an upper room looking out across the lake to Cythera. By 1823, when Rutter and Britton were writing about the park, this tower had fallen into such shapeless ruin that it was described, wrongly, as a ‘Cromlech’, which it in no way resembled.


Down a steep slope from the tower was a landing place only a minutes boat ride across to the grand ‘New Landing Place’, a quay set with stone spheres copied from those on the arched gate-lodge and poised on pedestals. After these Palladian pomps came a level walk along the lakeside to the Lanes’ next three grottoes. In the 1790s Beckford described all three in accurate detail in the second volume of his Modern Novel Writing, or the Elegant Enthusiast. In the lakeside grotto the hero, Lord Charles Oakley, and ‘his dear friend Henry Lambert would sometimes smoke a comfortable pipe’. This and the Cold Bath grotto above it, stripped now of their original corals, spars, shells, fossils and flower vases, survive in atmospheric ruin among the great trees which have overwhelmed them; but the third grotto, the highest, with its petrifying spring, was never roofed over and is now nothing more than a heap of boulders overgrown with box and yew.


This east bank is now strictly private, the trees are mature and the woodland is very dark, but it is still a remarkable experience to come down the hill with flashes of sunlit water gleaming occasionally between the tree trunks and to find yourself facing into the gloomy mouth of a grotto, the passage bending away into the shadows. It is easy to understand how Beckford, in his adolescent mystic stage, saw these grottoes as symbols of initiation: dark caverns down which the Brahmin sage Moisasour could lead a trusting acolyte to cleansing, or to a revelation of light and calm water.


But for his father, the genially lecherous Alderman, these were places to entertain visitors with the surprise of sudden luxury after rocky gloom. In his maturity, his son used them in exactly the same way. The lowest, lakeside grotto was for picnics, and still has the remains of rustic seats under its impending Lane vault. It is approached from either side by dark winding passages leading to the sudden visual surprise which Modern Novel Writing recalls: ‘A broken arch opened to your view the broad clear expanse of the lake, covered with numerous aquatic fowl, and weeping willows adorning its banks.’ That is quite unchanged, and the lake water still laps to within an inch of the grotto floor while the stream from the Cold Bath higher up the hill still seeps through.


The Alderman apparently commissioned Lane to decorate the Cold Bath grotto very lavishly; Beckford’s novel mentions that ‘One of the grottoes was destined for a bath, and ornamented with branches of coral, brilliant spars and curious shells. A lucid spring filled a marble basin in the centre, and then losing itself for a moment under ground, came dashing and sparkling forth at the extremity of the cave to the lake below.’ Its vault has fallen now, but the smooth oval of its polished Chilmark stone basin is just visible under the rocks. Why another cold bath should have been built so far from the house is a puzzle, privacy the only explanation. The one in the boathouse is much deeper and more accessible, and from it a bather could swim out into the lake; the bath in the Grotto was only a plunge pool, but the water from the ‘font-hill’ would be pure. In the mystic pilgrimage of ‘The Centrical History’, written in 1777, Beckford described how his guides through the caves stripped him, and ‘instantly divesting me of my garments poured over me a balsamic oil’. After 1800, when he began to live in the new Abbey on its hilltop site to the west, he bathed regularly every day from spring to November in Bitham Lake, a small fishpond in the woods to the west of Splendens; before that, from Splendens, he had bathed on summer evenings in the ‘river’.


In a typical Beckford gesture, if the description in his novel is to be believed, he was accustomed, when the violets and the lilies-of-the-valley were blown, to substitute ‘tuberoses, jessamine and orange trees. The pots were concealed in the earth and appeared natives of the cave’ – an exotic and perfumed cheat in that dim, crystal-lined retreat: Beckford always valued flowers more for their scent than for their colour. This is more likely to be an account of standard practice in the park than a mere wish-dream of fiction: Henri Meister, a French visitor to Fonthill who in 1799 published a description of his tour, relates how his party was welcomed in one ‘enchanted cave’ by ‘a table covered with pine apples, grapes, and other refreshments, in gold and china vases’.


Further up the hill from the lakeside Grotto and the Cold Bath was the quarry where the Lanes had their workshops for rockifying. Here are twin caves, connected at the back by a narrow passage – a dark, exciting transit for a young boy. One cavern contains the detritus of the Alderman’s garden: the wreck of an artificial stone statue of a naked god, much larger than life-size, and two broken nymphs. Meister, after rhapsodising over the Boat House, mentions a temple ‘dedicated to Hercules’ and ‘a temple of the Naiad, the guardian of this beautiful valley … in a secret cavern, ornamented in the Etruscan taste, on the banks of a river with whose stream she waters it’. The two caves of the Hermitage by ‘the remains of an ancient tower’ had, according to Meister, a dual function: one for the worship of Bacchus (that would be the reclining figure with the staff or thyrsus); the other, containing the Hermit with his books, was ‘to celebrate the sublimest mysteries of the institutions and wisdom of fairy land’.


Twentieth-century garden historians, dazzled by his son’s reputation, have not generally realised that much of what survives today in the park at Fonthill is of the Alderman’s time. When he died in 1770, the park was just maturing into a fantastic, multi-caverned playground for a boy. William never, as an adult, claimed the east side of the park as his own creation. As he told his first biographer Cyrus Redding, ‘the east bank [of the lake] was ornamented with rocks, caverns, baths and grottoes in the taste of the earlier part of the [eighteenth] century’. His tone was faintly scornful, as by the 1830s he had become a committed ‘Green’, a tree planter and earnest ecologist; but his youthful aesthetic conditioning had been his father’s rococo–Gothick park, crossed with the bizarre Eastern mysticism he picked up from his father’s library. The park and the atmosphere of Splendens, together with an enormous fortune, were his father’s influential triple legacy: a rococo legacy, a cultural hang-over from those years (the 1730s and 1740s) when the Prince of Wales was the francophile Frederick Louis, and French rococo fashions were infiltrating the forms of English Palladianism.


Despite his wealth, the Alderman’s death left Mrs Beckford in a worrying situation. By the terms of the will, if her son died all the money and the estates would go not to her, nor even to the Alderman’s brothers, but to Richard, the eldest bastard. Her young son had to be kept alive at all costs. Mistrusting the health record of public schools, she resolved to keep William at home, educated by private tutors. Apart from this, the will was an obscure and complex document. Two executors, Lord Bruce and Henry Hoare, were honest but soon retired in despair, while the remaining three did everything possible to favour the Alderman’s bastard children, Richard especially, rather than William, the legal heir. Because these three were still technically William’s guardians, Mrs Beckford could only circumvent them by having her son declared a Ward in Chancery, after which she was able to decide on his education, aided by a committee of three of the Alderman’s old political friends – William’s godfather, the great Pitt himself, now Earl of Chatham, Lord Lyttelton and Lord Camden.


In 1771 Robert Drysdale was dismissed and a generally underestimated figure, a true father-substitute, was brought into William’s life, the Revd John Lettice, a Fellow of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge who had been tutoring the daughter of Britain’s ambassador in Copenhagen. Because Fanny Burney once described him as ‘a good sort of half stupid man’, perhaps also because of his unfortunate surname, Lettice is rarely given much attention. Yet on his arrival Mrs Beckford installed him in her dead husband’s bedroom suite at Fonthill, so he was quite literally a father-figure in the house. He should by rights have become detested by his wilful, intelligent charge, because he was obliged to administer an intolerable curriculum of work drawn up by the gout-ridden and crotchety Lord Chatham. Lettice played a clever game, writing soothing and probably deceitful letters to Chatham to keep him quiet, handling the widow Beckford discreetly, and sensibly encouraging a boy who already loved knowledge and read avidly.


On the much-quoted occasion when Beckford was made to burn some treasured Oriental papers, probably mildly pornographic, Lettice presided over the bonfire of vanities but he could easily have laid the blame on Chatham, who had ordered their destruction as a moral rather than aesthetic gesture. It is to Lettice’s credit that while Mrs Beckford and Chatham supposed he was preparing the next Prime Minister but three, he was encouraging his pupil to write experimentally in a variety of styles – a pompous, aureate English, light comic wit, direct simple reportage, quivering Romantic emotional, and pastiche Arabian. Once a budding author achieves a first publication, literary ambition knows no limits, and it was Lettice who single-handedly brought Beckford’s precocious Biographical Memoirs of Extraordinary Painters to the admiring attention of Cambridge academics, and eventually to publication in 1780.
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