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Limmeridge, Cumberland





Limmeridge, Cumberland,


21st January, 186–


This is a book begun, but not finished.


I could not finish it.


 


Many times I have come close to destroying it, thinking I should have no rest while it remained to reproach me.


I could not bring myself to do it.


 


I have therefore given instructions that it should be sealed in a box, which is to remain unopened until I, my wife, Laura, our sister, Marian Halcombe, and all our children are dead.


As I write these words, the man whose story I set out to tell has already answered for his life in the highest court of all. Before you read them, I shall have followed him there, and made answer for my own.


 


Remember, as you judge us, that you shall stand there too.


 


WH
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I


Letter from Walter Hartright to Laura Hartright, 18th July, 185–





Brompton Grove,


Tuesday


My dearest love,


I hope you’re sitting down as you read this, for I have strange news. (But don’t be alarmed – good news, I think!) I’ve no time to confide it both to you and to my journal, so please keep this letter – as you’ll see, I may have need of it later.


First, though, a coincidence. You are, in a way, responsible for it, for it arose from my mood yesterday, when you left. I was so melancholy at the sight of your dear faces drawing away from me that it was all I could do to stop myself jumping on to the train, and I must own that, afterwards, I cried. Feeling unequal to explaining my tears to a cabman, I decided to walk home.


As I started west along the New Road, I suddenly saw it, as I have never seen it before, as a scene from hell: the clatter of the horses; the stench of their ordure; a crossing-sweeper nearly knocked down by a brushmaker’s wagon; a woman crying ‘Stunning oranges!’, yet so drearily you could tell she had lost all hope of selling her handful of pitifully wizened fruit, and so providing something for her child’s supper; a boy turning carter-wheels, and the men on the roof of an omnibus tossing halfpennies and farthings at him, and then guffawing as he fell into the gutter. And everywhere a yellow, choking haze, so thick that, even in the middle of the morning, you could not see more than fifty paces. And all the while a stream of tilers’ carts and brick merchants’ drays rattling by with provisions for the armies of new houses which daily carry this new Babylon still further into the lanes and meadows of Middlesex. Even as I rejoiced that you and the children would soon be breathing purer air and seeing lovelier sights, I felt myself alone and trapped inside some great engine from which all beauty, all joy and colour and mystery, had been banished.


This feeling so oppressed me that I quickly turned off and started to zig-zag through the maze of little streets and alleys to the west of Tottenham Court Road. My principle was simple enough: so long as I continued a certain distance west, and then a certain distance south, I must eventually come to Oxford Street, and avoid getting badly lost. And so it was that I crossed Portland Place (where, all those years ago, my journey to you so improbably began), entered a mean, dusty little court hung with dripping laundry that was already smudged with soot, and suddenly emerged into a street of handsome old-fashioned houses that seemed oddly familiar. But it was not the familiarity of everyday: rather the ghostly brilliance of some long-lost childish memory, or of something glimpsed once in a dream. I stood for perhaps two minutes, surveying the line of dark windows and blackened brickwork and heavy brass-handled doors. When and why had I seen them before? What was the original, of which they were such a plangent echo? Try as I might, I could not find it. All I noted was that my mind seemed somehow to associate it with feelings of powerlessness and smallness and a kind of awe.


Still musing, I set off again. After fifty yards or so I noticed a boy of eight or nine skulking in the area of one of the houses. His cap was too large for him and his jacket too small, and he wore an odd pair of boots, one black and one brown. As I turned towards him, he shrank back against the damp wall and looked up at me with the terrified stare of a cornered animal. As much to allay his fear as to satisfy my own curiosity, I called down to him:


‘What street is this?’


‘Queen Anne Street,’ he replied.


I was none the wiser: I recognized the name, but could not recall anyone I knew ever having lived there. I took a penny from my pocket and held out my hand.


‘Thank you,’ I said.


He cowered like a dog, torn between hunger for a scrap of meat and dread of being kicked.


‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘I won’t hurt you.’


He hesitated a moment, before scuttling up the steps and taking the coin. Then, instead of running off as I had expected, he gazed wonderingly at me, as if even so small an act of kindness lay entirely beyond his knowledge and understanding of life. His eyes, I saw, were unhealthily large, and the pale skin was drawn into the hollows of his cheeks, as if age could not wait to put its mark upon him. And suddenly I thought of little Walter, and of the horror I should feel if I looked into his face and saw there such a world of want and pain and sickness. So I gave the boy sixpence more, and without a word he was gone, as if he feared that in another moment the spell would break, and the natural order of things would reassert itself, and I would change my mind and take the money back again.


And that is my coincidence. I already hear you saying: ‘Walter! I see no coincidence’; but you shall, my love, I promise, if only you will be patient and read on.


 


I was in Brompton Grove again by three minutes to twelve. It was a sombre homecoming. The small things that spoke of our happy life here together looked already out of place, like a doll or a bonnet washed up on a beach. In the few brief hours since we’d left, the house had been occupied by an alien spirit, which now resented the return of the previous tenant. Whenever I entered a room, I seemed to feel its presence, like a silent wind, propelling me back towards the door.


Marian was still out, and only the distant murmur of the Davidsons’ voices in the kitchen told me I was not entirely alone. I felt as lost and mopish as a child. I tried to draw, but could not settle to it. After ten minutes I laid aside my pencil and took up a book, only to set it down again ten minutes later. The lunch bell promised a welcome diversion, until I found myself sitting in solitary state in the dining room like an oriental despot, with Davidson hovering near as if I might need help raising the fork to my mouth. I sent him away, saying I could take care of myself and would ring if I needed anything, and then kept the poor fellow running up and down stairs with my demands for fresh water and more mustard.


When I had finished, I went into the garden, where the workmen were marking the foundations for the new studio, and solemnly reiterated all manner of things – that I must have a north light, that the entrance must be sheltered from the weather – that they knew perfectly well already from the plans. And it was here that Marian found me when she came home, and saved them from me, and me from myself.


‘You cannot possibly come like that!’ were her first words, delivered in such a forthright tone that the three workmen started. But she was smiling, and her black eyes shone. ‘You look like a man who has walked across half London.’


‘Come where?’ I said.


‘Why, to Lady Eastlake’s,’ she said, more quietly, drawing me towards the house. ‘She was at the exhibition this morning, and afterwards I had lunch with her, and we talked of Laura’s going away today, and my staying. And so, by a natural progression, of you.’ She took my arm, and led me indoors. ‘And she asked most particularly that I should bring you to meet her this afternoon.’


I was immediately struck by the notion that this might have something to do with my painting: Sir Charles is, after all, Director of the National Gallery, and I confess that for a wild moment I imagined him emerging from behind a screen in his wife’s drawing room and saying: ‘Ah, Hartright, I much admired The Artist’s Wife and Children at Limmeridge, in Cumberland at the Academy this year, and would like to buy it for the nation.’ I soon recognized this pitiable fantasy for what it was, however, and concluded that Marian, as good and kind as ever, was merely hoping to distract me from my separation by introducing me to one of her blue-stocking friends.


As it turned out, neither explanation was remotely as strange as the truth.


 


Has Marian ever described the Eastlakes’ house to you? It’s too late now for me to ask her (after midnight, and she must be asleep) – so, if she has, simply pass over the next paragraph.


They live in one of those fine old stone houses in Fitzroy Square (here and there on the walls you can still see patches of the original honey gold peering through the grime), with lofty windows and a front door big enough to take a horse. As we arrived, a fashionably dressed woman in a fur-trimmed jacket and a tiny pill-box hat garnished with feathers flounced down the steps (in so far as you can flounce when you are imprisoned from the waist down in a giant birdcage) and into a waiting carriage. There were angry spots on her cheeks, and she barely acknowledged us as we passed.


The front door was opened by a tall footman with grey hair and thick dark eyebrows. Marian addressed him with a natural ease which surprised me.


‘Good afternoon, Stokes. Is your mistress at home?’


‘She is, ma’am.’ He led us through a wide hall lined with marble busts and upstairs to a large drawing room. It was furnished in the modern style, with a heavy Turkey carpet, a set of carved oak chairs, and rows of watercolours jammed together on the green walls like carriages in Piccadilly. Above the picture-rail ran a line of Japanese plates (really made in Japan, I fancy, and not in Stafford!), and over the fireplace was a large classical landscape which, from its treaclish colouring, I took to be one of Sir Charles’s own.


As we entered, a strikingly tall woman rose from a chaise longue in the window. For a moment she was held in silhouette by the evening light, and the only distinctive feature I could make out was her head, which tilted oddly to one side, like a bird’s. As she came towards us, however, I saw that she was about fifty, wearing a soft green dress edged with braid, and with her still-dark hair pulled simply back into a net. She had a wide, uneven mouth that broke into a frank smile as she held out her hand.


‘Marian,’ she said. ‘You must have winged feet.’ Her voice was soft but clear, and I thought I detected a trace of a Scotch accent. She turned to the footman. ‘Thank you, Stokes. If anyone else should call, I am not at home.’ She touched Marian’s hand and smiled sidelong at me. ‘Did you have to rope him, and drag him to a cab, to make him come?’


Marian laughed. ‘Lady Eastlake, this is my brother – well, my half-brother-in-law – Walter Hartright.’


‘Half in-law,’ said Lady Eastlake, laughing. ‘How very complicated. I’m delighted to see you, Mr. Hartright. How do you do?’ As we shook hands, she glanced about her, as if suddenly dissatisfied with where she was. ‘I think we’ll be more comfortable in my boudoir’ – she gave the word an ironic inflection which made Marian laugh – ‘if you will forgive the clutter.’


She walked to the back of the room and threw open a pair of folding doors. Beyond them lay a light, pleasant, informal parlour, with a tall window overlooking the garden. The immediate impression was more that of an Oxford don’s study than of a lady’s sitting room. A range of bookcases, some crammed with books, others with what appeared simply to be stacks of papers, ran along the walls. In the corner was a bureau, the lid wedged half open by a cascade of notes and letters; on each side of the fireplace stood a large cabinet containing rocks, shells, pieces of broken pottery and half an Etruscan head; while in the centre (strangest of all) was a large mahogany table, entirely covered with more photographs than I have ever seen together in one place in my life. Despite myself, I could not stop my eyes straying across them in search of a unifying theme or a familiar image. In the first I failed, for the subjects seemed as various as life itself – portraits, a country cottage, a great mill veiled by the smoke from its own black chimney – but in the second I was successful, for there, between a haystack and a blurred carthorse, I quickly recognized a picture of Lady Eastlake herself.


She must have been watching me, for as I stooped to look at it more closely she said sharply:


‘Well, Mr. Hartright, what do you think?’


‘It is a fair likeness,’ I said, equivocally; for I feared that, like so many people, she might resent the camera’s merciless exposure of every blot and blemish, and feel it did her beauty less than justice.


‘I mean’, she said, ‘about photography.’


‘Well …,’ I began. I did not know how to go on, for, truth to tell, it is not something to which I have given much thought at all; but I did not wish to cause offence, either by seeming too cool, or by too warmly offering an opinion that might differ from her own. She spared me by continuing:


‘Do you practise yourself?’


‘No,’ I replied. ‘I still prefer pencil and brush.’


‘And why is that, Mr. Hartright?’


This inquisition was so far from what I had expected that I was forced to consider for a moment. At length I said:


‘Because it seems to me that photography can merely record facts.’


She gave me not an instant’s respite. ‘Whereas your pencil …?’


‘Whereas a pencil should, I hope – in the right hands – be able to hint at the truth. Which is not perhaps the same thing.’


She fixed me with an inscrutable stare, from which I could not judge whether she thought me mad, dull, or fascinatingly original. Then she opened the bureau gingerly, to prevent the overflowing papers from spilling on to the floor, and took out a small notebook and pencil. ‘Do you mind if I make a note of that?’ she said, already writing. ‘I am doing an article.’


‘So,’ said Marian, with a teasing familiarity, which again took me by surprise, ‘prepare to see your words in the next issue of the Quarterly Review.’


Lady Eastlake laughed. ‘Not unacknowledged,’ she said. ‘Whatever else I am, I am not a pickpocket. Besides, what makes you suppose I should want to claim Mr. Hartright’s thoughts as my own?’


She put the notebook away and sat in an armchair by the fireplace, gesturing Marian to the seat next to her. She sighed, shut her eyes and sank back, in a dumbshow of tiredness. I wondered if this were some further comment on what I had said, and, despite myself, felt the heat rising to my cheeks.


‘Forgive me,’ said Lady Eastlake. ‘I’ve just had to endure a duty call from Mrs. Madison. Did you see her as you came in?’


‘There was a lady leaving,’ said Marian.


‘She can only have been here for a quarter of an hour, but it felt like three days. My stock of conversation on children’s clothes is soon exhausted, I’m afraid. I did try venturing on to the weather, but even that turned out too mettlesome for her.’


Stokes entered, carrying a tea tray. He set it down on a low table by Lady Eastlake’s chair. She watched warily, her head cocked, until he was out of sight again; then she went on, more quietly:


‘She’s one of those women who believe that a member of her own sex should have no views on anything. And certainly never read a book. In which, I must say, she sets a splendid example.’


Marian laughed. Lady Eastlake started to pour the tea, then put the pot down and touched Marian’s arm. ‘That’s why I so enjoy your sister’s company, Mr. Hartright. Someone to keep pace with me. She always has something fresh and interesting to say, no matter where my runaway mind has led me.’


‘I know how deeply she values your friendship, Lady Eastlake,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid that in our house she must often feel the want of an intellectual companion.’


‘Oh, that’s not true, Walter!’ burst in Marian.


‘It is not what she tells me,’ said Lady Eastlake. ‘You write, do you not, Mr. Hartright?’


I had just handed Marian a cup and was leaning down to take one myself. Lady Eastlake’s face was barely two feet from my own, and I felt the full power of her steady gaze. Again, it was impossible to avoid the sense that I was being interrogated – although to what purpose I could not begin to imagine.


‘I have written a book,’ I replied. ‘But it is no more than the history of a conspiracy against my wife, which my own experience qualified me to narrate. Perhaps it would be truer to call me a chronicler than a writer.’


Lady Eastlake nodded.


‘Or even an editor,’ I went on. ‘For, wherever possible, I told the story through the words of those who were closest to the events described, and thus best able to give a true account of them. Including Marian, whose journal was an invaluable source of information.’


I glanced at Marian. I had expected her to gainsay me: What nonsense, Walter: you are far too modest. Instead, she was watching me intently, her dark complexion flushed with excitement. As I turned back to Lady Eastlake, I saw, out of the corner of my eye, the table laden with photographs.


‘You could say’, I continued, ‘that I aspire to art in my painting. Whereas …’


‘Whereas in writing,’ said Lady Eastlake, ‘you are a camera, perhaps?’


‘Exactly,’ I said. I was taken aback, both by her acuity and by her rudeness in interrupting me. I looked again at Marian: she was smiling at Lady Eastlake, as if to say: There, I told you so. The idea that there might be some secret understanding between them, of which I was the unwitting object, unsettled me.


‘May I ask’, I said (with, I own, a certain iciness), ‘if this is tending towards some end?’


Lady Eastlake did not answer at once. She exchanged another furtive glance with Marian, then took a handkerchief from her sleeve and carefully smoothed it on her lap. At length she cleared her throat and said:


‘Mr. Hartright, would you mind closing the doors?’


I did so. She went on:


‘I would not, of course, expect you to keep anything from your wife; but I must begin by asking that you do not mention this conversation to anyone else.’


I felt I could not accept this condition without knowing more, but was hard put to find a delicate way of saying so. She must have seen what was in my mind; for she said:


‘Och, you needn’t worry about your honour, Mr. Hartright. I’m not going to confess to a murder, or the theft of a child. Besides, your sister’s presence in this room should give you assurance enough.’


I felt the justice of this, and nodded. She continued:


‘My only concern is to protect my husband. His position – which God knows he never sought – is difficult enough already, and the last thing I want to do is stir up a hornets’ nest around his poor head.’


‘Very well,’ I said.


‘Thank you.’ She looked warily towards the door, and when she spoke it was in little more than a whisper. ‘Do you by any chance know a man called Thornbury?’


‘No,’ I replied. ‘Who is he?’


‘A journalist,’ she said. ‘And, I fear, an utter scoundrel.’


‘That is not surprising,’ I said. ‘A cynic might say that, to be the one, it is almost a requirement to be the other.’


Lady Eastlake laughed. ‘I have not myself met him,’ she said, ‘but, so far as I have been able to learn from my friends, he is intent – for no other reason than to sell the wretched book he is writing – on slandering a poor, misunderstood body who can no longer defend himself. And the result, I’m afraid, will be a serious injury, not only to the memory of one man, but to England herself, and to English art. For his subject was – in my view, and the view of many others – the foremost genius of our age.’


And it was then, with the force of a sprung trap, that the image of Queen Anne Street re-entered my mind, and, in the same instant, I knew why it was familiar. For a moment I was a boy of eight again, and sitting in a cab next to my poor father; the winter cold turned our breath to steam, and I huddled close to him, for in his thick coat he was an island of warmth and safety. As we jolted past a tall house with dirty windows and a heavy front door, he laid his gloved hand on mine and pointed out of the window. ‘Look, Walter,’ he said. ‘That is 47 Queen Anne Street. Where the foremost genius of our age lives.’


And now, in the space of six hours, I had walked down the same street and heard the same phrase again for the first time in thirty years. Without stopping to consider, I said to Lady Eastlake: ‘Do you mean Turner?’


It was her turn to be astonished. She stared at me, her mouth half open, then looked at Marian. ‘Have you …?’


Marian was equally perplexed. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I said nothing. Walter, how did you …?’


I confess I was tempted to confound them further by pretending to some mysterious knowledge, but I merely said: ‘Oh, it was just a guess.’ And then, to forestall more questions (for both of them still looked puzzled), I went on: ‘So is Mr. Thornbury writing Turner’s biography?’


‘That is what he claims.’


‘But if you have never met him,’ I said, ‘how do you know it is defamatory?’


‘I have been following his progress, Mr. Hartright – with, I have to say, a sinking heart. A few of those closest to Turner have, wisely, refused to speak to him at all. Of the rest, he appears to have given most credence to a gang of malicious gossips, most of whom scarcely knew the man. And they, as is the way with these things, have in turn referred him to more of their own kind.’


I must own that my first thought was the old adage: There’s no smoke without fire. Perhaps she saw my scepticism, for she went on:


‘No man as eminent as Turner could avoid making enemies among those less successful or less gifted than himself – particularly a man with such a thoroughgoing disdain of flattery and convention. You’ve probably heard all manner of stories about him yourself.’


Her raised eyebrow seemed to demand an answer, but I said nothing, for – beyond a few hoary old anecdotes about his meanness, and his garbled speech, that are common currency at the Academy – in reality I was shamefully ignorant about him. She waited a moment, and then continued:


‘He was, it cannot be denied, an odd, perverse, eccentric little creature, but he was not a monster, and he deserves better than to be commemorated by tittle-tattle.’ She leaned confidentially towards me. ‘I came to know him well in his last years. Indeed’ – here her voice grew unsteady, and her eyes glittered with tears – ‘I am told that as he lay dying he called my name. Which I cannot but feel as a charge upon me. To try to protect his memory.’ She hastily dried her eyes, then clenched her handkerchief into a ball. ‘Mr. Hartright, what I am asking … what I am suggesting … is that you might yourself consider undertaking to write a Life of J. M. W. Turner.’


For perhaps three seconds I was, literally, speechless with astonishment. A thousand questions crowded into my head, and then flew off again before I could find words to express them. I was conscious of Marian’s gaze upon me – watchful, anxious, almost pleading – and the sense that her hopes and happiness were, in some way I could not yet fathom, bound up with my reply, only confused me further. Perhaps Lady Eastlake mistook my perplexity for calculation, for she said:


‘I have spoken to a publisher I know, and am assured that there would be a ready market for such a book …’


‘That is not my concern. I –’


‘And I’m sure I speak for all of Turner’s friends when I say we should be happy to underwrite it …’ She broke off, suddenly noting that I was following another train of thought. ‘What?’ she said. ‘You think there must be others better placed?’


I nodded. ‘What about yourself, for instance?’


‘As I explained, my connection to Sir Charles … Besides, there are many doors closed to a woman that a man may pass through easily and freely.’


‘I cannot believe –’ I began.


‘What you must understand, Mr. Hartright, is that poor Turner died a recluse,’ said Lady Eastlake. ‘Most of those who knew him well are long dead. Of those who are still alive, Mr. Ruskin would seem to be the natural choice, but he’ – here she smiled slightly – ‘is too Olympian to contemplate it. My situation you already know. And as for my husband – well, it’s entirely out of the question, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh, I can quite see that,’ I said. ‘But –’


She appeared not to have heard me.


‘Both Mrs. Booth, Turner’s housekeeper, and his friend George Jones are good-hearted people, but …’ She paused, and shook her head. ‘Well, frankly, neither of them is equal to it. And Mr. Jones, I believe, in any case now spends most of his time dressing up as the Duke of Wellington. At best, they might both furnish you with useful memoirs.’


She paused, and again I found myself at a loss for words. It was Marian who broke the silence:


‘There is no-one else, Walter. If you won’t do it, Thornbury will carry the day unopposed.’


‘And do not underestimate yourself, Mr. Hartright,’ said Lady Eastlake. ‘Unlike Thornbury, you are an artist, who will understand the painter in Turner …’


I cried – I could not stop myself – ‘You cannot compare –!’


‘He may have been a general, and you – forgive me – only a colonel,’ replied Lady Eastlake. ‘But all artists belong to the same regiment, and fight the same battles, and crave the same victory. And then’, she went on, before I could protest further, ‘you are also, by your own admission, a chronicler, who knows how to gather and evaluate and compile the accounts of different witnesses.’


‘And a crusader, who has already proven his determination to right a great wrong,’ said Marian.


Lady Eastlake nodded. ‘Who could be more ideal?’


They were quiet then, leaving me to ponder what they had said. I tried, again, to impose some order on my own jangled thoughts, but they all – save one, which rang through my head with the clarity of a bell – remained in turmoil. At length Marian said:


‘This is all so unexpected for poor Walter that I think we must allow him some time to consider his response.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Lady Eastlake.


And so we left it. No more mention of the idea was made, and, after exchanging the usual pleasantries for a few minutes, Marian and I rose to go. Only as Stokes ushered us from the room did Lady Eastlake say:


‘I may expect to hear from you soon, I hope, Mr. Hartright?’




*





We barely spoke on the way home. I was still trying to marshal my own thoughts, which were all of you and the children, and of how our lives would change if I accepted Lady Eastlake’s strange proposal; but I was constantly deflected by waves of wild emotion – dread, and a kind of dizzy exhilaration, in about equal measure – which I could not trace confidently to their source, but which seemed to gush unbidden from some hidden spring in my mind.


Marian, for her part, was uncharacteristically constrained. I thought little of it at the time, beyond merely remarking the fact; but now I think she must have taken my silence to mean that I was angry; for when we were back in our own drawing room, and had shut the door, she laid a hand lightly on my arm and said:


‘I do hope, Walter, that you don’t think I did wrong.’


‘What,’ I said, ‘to invite me to Lady Eastlake’s?’


‘Not that,’ she said. ‘But to invite you without telling you the reason. She insisted that you should know nothing until she had met you, and could decide for herself whether you would be suitable. But when I saw you sitting there, so bewildered, it made me feel a traitor. Or, rather, made me feel that you would think me a traitor.’


Poor Marian! ‘I was taken aback, I must own,’ I said. ‘But I never suspected you of treachery, or doubted that you had my best interests at heart.’


‘I’m glad.’ She was silent for a moment, looking down at her bag and toying with the string. Then, as if she had decided at last to say something that had long been on her mind, she burst out: ‘May we talk frankly, Walter?’


‘Nothing I have ever known could prevent you talking frankly, once you were set on it,’ I said. ‘And I’m quite certain that it lies beyond my power to stop you.’


She laughed, and her voice had regained some of its old gaiety as she replied: ‘I said “we”, not “I”.’


‘Very well,’ I said.


We sat together on the sofa. It was dusk, but neither of us suggested lighting the gas. Perhaps we both felt that it would be easier to open our hearts if our faces, at least, were veiled by the deepening gloom. At length she said:


‘Many years ago I told you that we should always be friends, Walter, did I not?’


‘Yes,’ I said, taking her hand. ‘And so we shall.’


‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘At any rate, that is the spirit in which I now speak. You may think me impertinent; but please believe that I am prompted only by sisterly love for you and Laura.’


‘Of course I believe it,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.’ And nor had I; but, notwithstanding, I waited with trepidation to hear what she would say next. A whole army of butterflies seemed to have taken up residence in my stomach, and my legs were so leaden that, if Davidson had rushed in at that moment shouting ‘Fire! Fire!’, I doubt whether they would have carried me to the door.


‘Thank you,’ said Marian. She breathed deeply, then went on: ‘You know that, living as close together as we do, we cannot help noticing the smallest changes in each other’s moods?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘recently I think I have noticed such a change in you. You have become restless, and distracted. You paint and draw less than you did. And, while you are still as loving a husband and father and brother as ever, I sometimes think it is with a greater effort than previously. As if … as if you have to bring yourself back from some other place in order to be with us.’


‘It’s difficult for me to paint here,’ I said, ‘until the studio is finished. And I have, as you know, been very taken up with planning it, and overseeing the work.’


‘The want of a studio never stopped you painting before,’ she said. ‘And you may, I think, safely leave building it to the workmen. They do not require you to go out twenty times a day and tell them their job.’


I remembered where she had found me that afternoon, and was glad the darkness hid my blushes.


‘No,’ she went on, ‘we must look for a deeper cause. And I think I know what it is.’


I need not burden you


I wish I could spare you what she said next; for it must inevitably hurt you, and make you think worse of me. But it is the truth, and you must know it – else you will cease to know me.


‘Dear Walter,’ she said, in a quieter, tenderer voice. ‘You are the victim of your own sensitive nature. No-one else, knowing all the circumstances, could possibly accuse you of having benefited improperly from marrying Laura, and sharing the fortune which eventually became hers. Yet that, if I am right, is the charge with which you torment yourself. You know that your conduct has always been beyond reproach, and that you have brought her more happiness than she ever knew in her life. And yet, and yet, and yet … You still harbour the faint suspicion that you have somehow become a pensioner, and it is an agony to you.’


I opened my mouth to speak; but, in truth, I could not find the strength to deny it. In a moment, she had cast a light into some dark corner of my being and found a canker to which, until now, I had been unable to give a name.


‘Worse still,’ she continued, ‘you feel a certain vacancy at the centre of your life. You have everything that, in the eyes of the world, should make a man happy: a gentle and loving wife, two beautiful children, a fine estate, and the regard of your brother artists. Yet something is lacking: a cause capable of stirring your soul, and carrying you beyond the concerns of family and home.’


I nodded, and I think she must have seen me; for I felt her hand tightening on mine. ‘It is nothing to be ashamed of,’ she said. ‘It is just that, like all noble natures, you know that family and home themselves are meaningless, unless they stand in relation to some greater purpose.’


Outside, a wagon squealed and rumbled across the cobbles. I clutched at the sound gratefully, and wrapped it about me like a cloak; for my eyes were full of tears.


‘For months,’ said Marian, ‘I have been looking for some way to relieve you. And that is why my heart leapt when Lady Eastlake told me of her anguish over Turner’s life, for here at last, it seemed, was a great purpose you were perfectly fitted to fulfil.’ She paused, and then went on: ‘You know, I hope, that I will gladly help you, as I did once before, when fate enlisted us in the same struggle. Dear Walter, please say you will do it!’


Once, many years ago – do you remember? – I called Marian our good angel; and so she is, for like an angel she seems to know what is best and truest in us better than we know it ourselves.


For some moments I could not speak; and when I did, all I could say was: ‘Thank you.’


And so, my love, tomorrow I shall write to Lady Eastlake, telling her that, on certain conditions, I accept. And the upshot (if she agrees) is that you will have to get to know me in yet another character. Drawing master, detective, husband, clerk of works – and now, of all things, biographer!


It is late here, and cold. I shall go to bed, and hold to myself the pillow that still bears the smell of your skin and hair.


Good night,


 


Walter



















II


Memorandum of a letter from Walter Hartright to Lady Eastlake, 19th July, 185–







	Thank you for your invitation; great pleasure finally to meet you.


	After consideration, delighted to accept your proposal that I should write a Life of J. M. W. Turner.


	Must, however, make one stipulation: respect your feelings towards Turner, but neither they, nor wish to thwart Thornbury, can be my guide. Shall do no more, and no less, than try to discover truth (which in biography must, I think, be same as facts!). Go where trail leads me, without fear or favour. Cannot promise, therefore, to paint portrait you wish.


	Hope you will forgive bluntness, but important to be clear at outset in order to avoid misunderstanding later.






















III


Letter from Lady Eastlake to Walter Hartright, 19th July, 185–





7 Fitzroy Square,


Wednesday


My dear Mr. Hartright,


Many thanks for your letter of this morning, and for so promptly putting an end to my unease.


I am very glad that you feel able to act on my suggestion, and will give you what assistance I can. And yes – of course I accept that Truth must be your only master. I would, indeed, expect no less; and, had I suspected for a moment that you would be deflected from your purpose by partisan considerations, I should not have asked you to undertake a task which so clearly requires the greatest integrity.


I hope, nonetheless, that you will not feel I am trying to influence you improperly if I recommend that – whomever else you may talk to – you should begin by approaching Mr. Ruskin, Mr. Jones and Mrs. Booth. I have given their addresses to Marian, with this letter, and I will write to Mr. Jones and Mrs. Booth myself this evening, telling them that they may expect to hear from you. Since I know that Mrs. Booth refused to speak to Mr. Thornbury, it occurs to me that – in the first instance, at least – Marian, as another woman, might have more success in winning her confidence and securing her co-operation. As to Mr. Ruskin – I fear a letter from me would not help your case, so you must take courage and disturb the great man yourself.


Yours most truly,


 


Eliz. Eastlake



















IV


Letter from Walter Hartright to Laura Hartright, 20th July, 185–





The Reading Room, British Museum Library,


Thursday


My dearest love,


Thank you for your letter, and for Florrie’s and Walter’s drawings – they will soon outstrip their father if I do not look to my laurels!


Yesterday I wrote to Ruskin and to George Jones, R.A., but have received no reply from either of them. Not wishing to be idle, therefore, I have taken myself – as you can see from the address – to the new Reading Room at the British Museum Library. (It is, by the by, a prodigious building, which seems to me to belong almost to a new order of object; large and hushed and awe-inspiring enough to be a great cathedral, and yet erected not as a temple to God, but rather to our knowledge of His creation. Was such a thing ever attempted before? In Alexandria, perhaps; but what mankind then knew of the world was puny by comparison. Here, in London, for the first time, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil has been raised up in bricks and mortar; and who knows whether it will prove a blessing or a curse?)


My aim here has been to find out what I can of Turner – and, from what I have discovered so far, I think my life of him will be quick work indeed. He was born, in London, in 1775, on St. George’s Day; he drew; he painted; he died. That, in essence – save for a few incidentals, such as his journeys in this country and in Europe – is more or less all we know, at the ordinary humdrum level. He never married; never fought a duel; never fomented a revolution; never declared his love for a princess – a million Englishmen must have lived such lives, and none but their families and friends thought them worthy of a second glance. All that marks Turner out is his fanatical dedication to his art, which makes for sublime paintings, but leaves only meagre pickings for a biographer. I begin to feel sorry for poor Thornbury, who has perhaps resorted to slander in a desperate attempt to make the thin gruel of his narrative more palatable.


It is for this reason that, while I understand your anxiety, I believe it to be groundless. There will, of course, be unexpected difficulties, and I must not underestimate them, but I am sure that our separation need only be prolonged by two or three weeks – and if I thought otherwise I should, I promise you, write to Lady Eastlake this instant, telling her that I had changed my mind. Turner’s close acquaintance was, it seems, pitifully small, and is now much depleted by death; and seeing the few friends who are left (assuming they will see me!) should take only a matter of days. After that, I shall have to seek out diaries, letters and so on to help me – particularly for the early years, for which there are presumably no living witnesses at all; but then I should be able to return to Limmeridge with my booty, and do most of the work there. Although I may have to come back once or twice in the interim, just for a few days, I’m sure I shall then be safe in Cumberland until we all return to London together next season.


So please, my dearest – don’t worry! And let me end with a worry of my own: I was delighted to hear that you have been visiting our favourite haunts on the moor, but do you think, in your present condition, it is wise to walk so far, particularly when you have no companion to help you, should need arise? Please – be careful.


Your devoted husband,


 


Walter



















V


Letter from Walter Hartright to Laura Hartright, 1st August, 185–





Brompton Grove,


Tuesday


My dearest love,


Your letter reached me this morning. Thank you! I confess I was hoping it might arrive in company, for over the last few days I have felt powerless to do more on the Life until I have heard from Jones and Ruskin (with the result that, to Davidson’s evident annoyance, I have taken to anticipating the post by pacing about the house like a caged wolf awaiting the full moon).


But your words galvanized me into action; and as soon as I had finished reading them I at once resolved to go on the offensive, and try to find my own way into Turner’s world. I confess I had no very clear idea of how, or where, I should begin (I think at the back of my mind was the notion that if all else failed I could end up at the Athenaeum, where I might happen upon someone who recollected him): my aim was merely to set out, and see where the day took me. And – although it may seem fanciful – I think my faith was rewarded.


 


Hyde Park was even more thronged than usual, but by avoiding the carriage-ways, and following the narrowest paths through clumps of bushes and over grassy rises, I was sometimes able, for a moment, to imagine myself not in the centre of the greatest city on earth but in some pleasant rural Eden. My way brought me at length through a fringe of trees and out by the Serpentine, which – as if pressed flat by the heavy sky – lay as still as a newly poured bath, glowing with the surly sheen of pewter. Around the shore, as their nurses looked on, children played with hoops and sticks, or put dolls to sleep in their own perambulators, or chased after a silly dog (a bundle of white curls, with no discernible face) which had made off with a ball and chewed it half to pieces. One little boy was wailing inconsolably, and I stopped to ask him the matter.


‘I’ve lost my duck,’ he sobbed, pointing to a little wooden pintail, which had bobbed out of reach and seemed to be trying to join the real ducks in the middle of the lake.


It was here that fate first took a hand; for I went back to the trees, broke off a small branch, and (after a good deal of getting it, and losing it, and getting it again) managed to retrieve the toy, and return it to its owner. And had it not been for this small delay, I should not still have been there five minutes later, when a voice suddenly called out:


‘Hartright!’


I turned, and could not for a moment identify the fashionably dressed young man who had broken from the crowd and was advancing smiling towards me. It was only when he pointed to the stick that still hung dripping from my hand, and said, laughing, ‘What? Trying to catch dinner?’ that I knew him by his voice.


‘Travis!’ I said.


It was no wonder that I had not recognized him, for he had grown a beard, and, instead of his usual get-up, was sporting a check waistcoat and a new soft felt hat. He carried a large portfolio, which he pinioned under his arm while he removed a flawless yellow glove and shook my hand.


‘Where are you going?’ we both said together, and laughed.


‘Sir William Butteridge,’ he said. He tried to sound nonchalant, but his face shone, and in struggling to suppress his smile he distorted his next words so much that all I could make out was ‘… discuss a …’


‘A what?’


‘A commission.’


‘Really? That’s wonderful!’ I said. And I was, needless to say, truly delighted for him; but I cannot deny that I felt a pang of envy, too, swiftly followed by satisfaction at the recollection of my own commission, and as swiftly again by frustration that I was sworn to secrecy, and could not, therefore, counter ‘Sir William Butteridge’ with ‘Lady Eastlake’.


‘Is it in there?’ I asked, nodding towards the portfolio.


‘Just a few sketches. You want to see?’


He laid the portfolio on a bench and opened it. Inside were some rough drawings of a sickly-looking young woman with flowing hair clutching a broken column for support. ‘She’s swooning at the sight of her lover,’ Travis explained, pointing at a vague blob on the left-hand side, ‘who is returning, mortally wounded, after a seven-year absence. Faith and Purity, that’s what Sir William wants. I think I’ve got it, don’t you?’


‘I’m sure he’ll be very pleased.’ It did occur to me that, since Sir William had made his fortune dispossessing widows and orphans from the path of railways, he might stand in greater need of faith and purity than most; but I said nothing.


‘There’s money in mediaevalism,’ said Travis, perhaps feeling he had failed to impress me as an artist, and must therefore do so as a man of the world. ‘Take my advice, Hartright. Find yourself a knight and a damsel, and set to work.’


‘I haven’t the time, just at the moment,’ I said. I hesitated, giving him an opportunity to ask me why not; but he merely busied himself with putting his sketches away, so I went on: ‘Tell me, what do you remember of Turner?’


‘Turner? I barely met him,’ he said, closing the portfolio. ‘My first Academy dinner was his last. I did see him once or twice on Varnishing Days, but it would never have occurred to me to speak to him.’ He turned towards me, and a spasm of silent laughter shook his heavy chestnut curls like blossom on a tree. ‘Like sauntering up to the altar, and helping yourself to communion wine.’


‘Was he really so extraordinary?’ I said.


‘Not to look at,’ he said. ‘Well, yes, extraordinary, but not in the way you mean. Not impressive. He was about so tall’ – he held his hand out, below the level of his own shoulder – ‘with a huge Jew nose, and beady grey eyes, and an enormous top hat with the nap brushed the wrong way, and an old-fashioned coat with tails that almost swept the ground (and couldn’t have been much dirtier if they had), and long sleeves that entirely covered his filthy hands. Like this.’ He hunched forward, miming the ridiculous little figure he had described. Several passers-by stopped to stare, and a small girl erupted in uncontrollable giggles. I could not help laughing myself – Travis always looks most beatific when he is being most malicious, and seeing his pale, noble face contort into this grotesque hobgoblin was irresistibly comical – but it made me uncomfortable, as if I had joined in the mockery of some poor unfortunate whose only fault was his unusual appearance.


‘I meant,’ I said, ‘was he really so great a genius?’


‘Certainly if you equate genius with industry,’ said Travis. ‘He never stopped. Rain, shine, awake, asleep, in the water closet … He’s doubtless at it now, scraping sunsets on his coffin lid.’


‘Oh, come now,’ I said, laughing. ‘What’s your true opinion?’


He did not reply at once, but stared gravely at the ground, as if seeking an answer there. Finally, he said:


‘We thought so then. Or, rather, we thought he was a genius who had lost his powers, and degenerated into madness.’


‘How mad?’ I said.


‘Just look at his late pictures,’ he replied. ‘Colours entirely divorced from any object. Great splotches of paint that look like nothing at all, save – splotches of paint. Pictures of nothing, as the critic said, and very like.’


‘And what do you think now?’ I said.


He shrugged. ‘Some of the early work. The Dutch sea pieces. The engravings.’


I waited for him to go on, but he didn’t: he took a watch from his pocket, looked at it, then gathered up the portfolio.


‘Can you suggest anyone else,’ I said, ‘who might have known him better?’


‘Jones?’


‘I’ve written to him.’


He shrugged again, and shook his head. It was only after we had shaken hands, and said goodbye, and gone a few paces on our separate ways, that he turned and called:


‘Try Davenant. He’s in retirement now, at Hampstead. But still has his memory, and likes to open it to the public sometimes, and display the contents.’


 


This slight encounter had given me, in truth, little enough; but for some reason – no more, maybe, than that I had at last taken the initiative – I came away from it filled with a new spirit. Or perhaps it would be truer to say an old spirit: for, like the face in a crowd which suddenly calls to mind a long-forgotten childhood playfellow, I knew it at once for something I had known before. My heart beat faster; my legs ached with a tremulous excitement; I filled my lungs, and found in the smoky air, which only an hour ago had tasted of drudgery and sickness, an intoxicating hint of romance – I felt, in short, like a young man again, newly released from dull routine and about to embark on some great adventure. Had you seen me striding through the Regent’s Park and up Avenue Road (it did not even occur to me to take a cab), you might have fancied you saw the ghost of that other Walter Hartright, who, fifteen years ago, his head full of simple purposes and grand hopes, used to walk from London to Hampstead three times a week, and think nothing of it. I seemed, indeed, to glimpse him myself sometimes, marching companionably at my side; and it was surely at his prompting that I broke my journey at a plain roadside inn, and sat with him over a plain luncheon of bread and cheese and ale – I the grave master of Limmeridge, and he the cheerful young drawing teacher, with neither the burden nor the privilege of fortune, and no prospect save the prospect of life itself.


Mr. Davenant (I learned at the post office) lived not half a mile from my mother’s old cottage, in one of those quaint red-brick houses in Church Row. Its once-regular façade had started to sag and buckle with age, giving it the unsteady look of a child’s drawing (Florrie, indeed, would have got the lines straighter!), as if it had tired of classical sobriety, and decided to get drunk. A big wood-clad bay window, jutting out pugnaciously from the first floor like the stern of an old man-of-war, added to the air of disorder.


The door was opened by a young manservant who still seemed pitifully uncertain of his duties. When I inquired if Mr. Davenant was at home he said: ‘I’ll go and ask him’; a moment later he came back, his cheeks flaming, to ask my name; and then, after a few steps, stopped, and turned again – presumably to find out my business. He was interrupted, however, by a man’s voice booming down from upstairs:


‘Who is that, Lawrence?’


‘Mr. Hartright, sir,’ called the boy.


‘Who?’


‘Mr. Hartright!’


‘What does he want?’ shouted the man, as if he were commanding a company of troops.


‘What do you want?’ stammered the boy.


‘To talk about Turner,’ I said.


The boy relayed this to the man upstairs, who promptly roared:


‘What the devil does that mean?’


‘What the –?’ began the boy, so thoroughly embarrassed now that you could have lit a cigar from his face. I stepped past him into the hall, to be met by a line of unsmiling family portraits and, at the foot of the stairs, a large oil-painting of what appeared to be the Battle of Waterloo. Staring down at me from the first-floor landing was a fine-looking man of seventy or so, with white whiskers, a noble nose and a heroic brow. He wore a paint-stained smock tied loosely at the neck, and was tapping the handle of a brush impatiently against the banister.


‘I was told you knew Turner well,’ I said.


‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘and what of it?’


‘I am hoping to write his biography.’


‘Are you, by God?’ He leant forward, peering closely at me. ‘You’re not that what-ye-call-him, been making such a damned nuisance of himself?’


‘Do you mean Mr. Thornbury?’ I said.


He grunted.


‘No,’ I said.


He pondered a moment, then said: ‘Come up. Fifteen minutes.’


A moonlit seascape hung above the stairs, and another battle scene – showing a knot of red-coated soldiers clustered round a tattered union flag, while the shadowy enemy crept towards them through a fog of gunsmoke – dominated the landing. I stopped before it, and asked:


‘Is that one of yours?’


He nodded abruptly. ‘Can’t get rid of ’em. No-one wants anything now except pretty little pictures of their families, all scrubbed clean and dressed up like tailors’ dummies. And those damned fainting women.’ He shook his head. ‘Madness.’


I could not help smiling – he had skewered both Travis and me with a single stroke – but fortunately he was too busy wiping his fingers on his smock to notice.


‘It’s very impressive,’ I said.


He nodded again. ‘There, I shan’t smear you now,’ he said, and grasped my hand. ‘How d’ye do?’


As if that simple formality had qualified me to be admitted to his confidence, he turned and led me into a double room – divided in the middle by folding doors – which ran the entire depth of the house. At one end was the large bay, giving a distant view of the heath and washing the walls and floor with silvery light; at the other, a south-facing rear window, unshuttered, but screened with a sheet, presumably to mute the effect of the sun.


A huge unfinished canvas, held upright on a crude frame, stood in the bay, next to a table spread with brushes and an open paintbox. It was turned to catch the north light, and I could consequently only half-see the subject; but I made out enough – a woman on a horse, surrounded by armed men, and a line of sails on the horizon – to guess that the subject was Queen Elizabeth before the Spanish Armada. On a dais in the centre of the room, a woman in a blue velvet cloak and a tall hat sat for the central figure. Her ‘horse’ had been ingeniously constructed of three bolsters lashed together and laid between a pair of trestles; and she held before her a wooden sword, which – doubtless because she had been at it some time, and her arm was tired – wavered perilously.


‘Very well,’ said Davenant. ‘You can have a break, Mrs. Holt.’


‘It would be as well, sir,’ she said, taking off her hat, ‘if you’re to get your dinner.’


‘Never mind about my dinner,’ he said. ‘If I keep you here all afternoon, it’s no matter: you can send out for a pie. A cup of tea in the kitchen, to restore you; and then back to singeing King Philip’s beard.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said, compliantly enough – but her eyes rolled with a comic exasperation that fell just short of outright insolence.


‘Begone with you, you besom,’ said Davenant, raising his hand as if to strike her. ‘And tell Lawrence to bring us some wine.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said, laughing.


There was a moment’s silence after she had gone. Davenant glanced out of the window, then turned and fixed me with a frank gaze. With a gravity I had not heard before, he said:


‘Turner was my friend, Mr. Hartright. I’ll not do anything to injure him. If you want scandal, or gossip, you won’t get it here.’


‘I give you my word,’ I said, ‘I am only interested in the truth.’


‘I’ll tell you that, and gladly,’ he said. ‘But mind – I speak only of what I know.’ He paused; then, pulling two chairs from the wall, muttered: ‘And I could earnestly wish others would the same. Will you sit down?’


‘Thank you.’


‘I sometimes think you could knock on any door in London, and find someone there whose acquaintance with Turner extends, at most, to having once seen him get out of a cab – and who will cheerfully swear on that basis that he was the most crabbed, suspicious, miserable skinflint in creation.’


I laughed; and he acknowledged it with a chuckle, and a curious little bounce of the head, as if I had complimented him on some soldierly skill. He went on:


‘But I knew him for thirty years, and found him as kind and sociable as any man I ever met. You certainly couldn’t have asked for a tenderer friend.’ He sat down, tugging at the knees of the old-fashioned breeches beneath his smock. ‘I was sick as a dog, once – the doctors almost gave me up, and most of my family, too – but Turner’d come every day, to inquire after my health, and wish me better – even, I afterwards discovered, when I was too weak to receive him myself, and he got no more for his pains than two minutes’ conversation with my housekeeper.’ He shook his head, and his eyes sparkled with tears, which he made no effort to hide.


‘But what of his supposed moroseness, and meanness?’ I said.


‘Why, as to that – you never saw such a fellow for merriment and hilarity, when he was easy, and among friends. Get up any little social or professional party, and he’d gladly participate, and pay his share – and sometimes, to my knowledge, he’d defray the whole expense himself, without others knowing it.’


‘How then did he get such a reputation?’ I asked. I was, I confess, astonished: for this genial figure bore no relation to Travis’s crazed dwarf – or to the misanthropic miser I had heard of at the Academy, or to Lady Eastlake’s friendless recluse.


‘Oh, I won’t deny there may have been reason enough, for those who judge a man by his appearance, and never trouble to look beneath the surface,’ said Davenant. ‘He lived most of his life with his old father, and much of the rest alone; and never learnt good domestic management – and thus could not receive his friends at his own table, as he told me on many occasions he would have liked. And he could be gruff, sometimes, too – especially if he thought you were trying improperly to find out his secrets, or interfere with his habits.’


But why (I immediately thought) should a man be at so much pains to protect his privacy, unless he has something shameful to conceal? I kept the question to myself; but, as if he could look into my mind, Davenant said:


‘I don’t know if you’ve a wife, Mr. Hartright – and, if so, how you live with her, and, if not, how you do without one – but you might well feel that it was no damned business of mine, unless you chose to tell me, and I should heartily agree with you.’


The young manservant entered, carrying a tray with a decanter and two glasses. He stood trembling while Davenant made a space for it on his painting table, and then set it down without mishap.


‘Thank you, Lawrence,’ said Davenant, as the boy withdrew. ‘That was Turner’s view,’ he went on, as if there had been no interruption. ‘To hate humbug, and meddling, and condemnation, was almost a religious principle with him. I never heard him speak ill of a fellow-creature, or fail to put the best construction he could on another’s behaviour. If he couldn’t defend you, or approve your work, he’d hold his tongue. Will you take some wine, sir?’


‘Thank you.’


‘He wouldn’t pry into your private affairs,’ he said, busying himself with the decanter, ‘and asked nothing more in return than that you shouldn’t pry into his. And all I can say is: I wish to God there were more like him.’ He handed me a glass, full to the brim with brown sherry; then raised his own, and, looking straight before him, as if he could see Turner’s face etched upon the empty air, said: ‘Here’s honour to your memory, you old scamp.’ He drank, and turned immediately towards me. ‘Your very good health, Mr. Hartright.’


‘And yours,’ I said. And yet I did not drink; for, in some obscure way, it seemed that to do so would be to set a kind of seal on our conversation, implying that I accepted not only his hospitality, but also his account of Turner – which, in truth, had left me more puzzled and unsatisfied than ever. I merely touched the glass to my lips, therefore, and tried feverishly to compose a question that would press him further without angering him.


Once again, he seemed to anticipate my thoughts.


‘You may yet wonder’, he said, sitting down again, ‘how such a man could have been the butt of so much malice, and so many hateful anecdotes? And the only answer I can give you is: envy. Most people seem to conceive of artists as little less than angels, but they’re not, by God! – in my experience, outside a schoolroom, you won’t find a bigger pack of squabbling, jealous, backstabbing cheats and bullies anywhere on earth. They all try to make themselves into geniuses; and if they can’t do that, they’ll say anything, and believe anything, that seems to make the geniuses more like themselves.’


He hesitated; and for a moment I considered pointing out that I was an artist myself, of sorts; but quickly thought better of it.


‘And Turner was a genius, Mr. Hartright,’ he went on. ‘He was the genius, I’d take my oath upon it. Varnishing Days at the Academy, before the Exhibition, the rest of us’d just be putting the finishing touches to our work; but he’d send in a more or less bare canvas, and you’d see the younger members looking at it, and laughing, and saying: ‘What’s he going to do with that?’ And then he’d walk in, and open his little box of tricks, and get to work – never standing back, to look at what he was doing, for it was all in his head – and within a few hours he’d have conjured a picture out of nothing. If a savage had seen it, he’d have sworn it was magic. I remember, indeed, a young Scotch fellow watching it once, and going quite pale, and muttering something about sorcery.’


‘But surely’, I said, ‘no painter could fail to admire …’


He gave a derisive splutter. ‘Imagine, Mr. Hartright,’ he said, ‘you have laboured for six months on a painting, and are mightily pleased with it, and think it will get you a knighthood; and along comes Turner, and in a single day produces its nemesis, so that you are utterly eclipsed …’


I laughed nervously, for his words had struck a hidden weakness in me; and I suddenly found that I could imagine it, all too easily; and for a moment felt the chill of some bottomless desolation fall upon me like a shadow.


‘If you did a bright sun or a blue sky,’ he said, ‘he’d as like as not try to make a brighter or a bluer. Once, I recall, he’d done a beautiful grey picture of Helvoetsluys, without a hint of positive colour; and next to it was Constable’s Opening of Waterloo Bridge, which seemed to have been painted in liquid gold and silver; and Turner looked several times from one to the other, and then fetched his palette, and put a daub of red lead on his grey sea, a little bigger than a shilling, and went away without a word.’ He started to laugh. ‘And poor Constable groaned: “Turner’s been here, and fired a gun”; for, of course, his own picture now looked weak and insipid by comparison.’


‘Perhaps, then,’ I said, ‘it’s little wonder Turner was so much disliked.’


Davenant nodded. ‘But what none of them understood was, he meant no harm by it. It was but a kind of friendly rivalry, a goad to make us all strive harder, to perfect our art. If you outdid him, he’d laugh about it, and clap you on the back, and tell you to enjoy your victory. And he’d as soon help you as fight you. No man had a truer eye for what was wrong with a picture, or for how to make it right.’ He got up. ‘Let me show you something.’


I followed him on to the landing and halfway down the stairs, where he stopped before the moonlit seascape I had passed, not a quarter of an hour since, on my way up. I now noticed, picked out in black lettering on the frame, the title: Dover beach: night. By John Davenant, R.A. Exhibited 1837.


‘There,’ he said.


It was a dramatic enough scene, with moonlight spilling out from behind a great bank of dark cloud, and then shattering into a hundred pieces on the inky sea. Just below the horizon was a heeling merchantman, its full sails almost black in the eerie light.


‘It has great power,’ I said, glad to be able to praise something wholeheartedly at last.


He nodded, colouring with pleasure. ‘But the power is Turner’s. My first conception was quite different – no cloud at all, and the moonlight falling straight on to the ship, and making the sails glow white – and that is what I painted. But when I saw it framed, and hung at the Academy, I knew it was wrong, and so did my friends – but could any of us say where the fault lay?’ He shook his head. ‘Not until Turner chanced by, clutching his palette, and looked at it for half a minute, and said: “It wants depth, and contrast. You should cover over the moon – make the mass of the cloud black, and the edges silver, so you’ve got the brightest and the darkest next to each other – put the sails in shadow, and a dab of light on the bow.” Well, I felt the truth of this, but I was naturally rather cautious, and, try as I might, I could not get the effect he meant; and after coming back once or twice to see how I was getting on, he finally lost patience with me, and seized the brushes, and did it himself – two great strokes of black, two of white’ – here he mimed the words, with large sweeping gestures – ‘one, two, three, four. And of course we all saw at once that he was right.’


Davenant stood back to admire the painting, chuckling and shaking his head in wonderment; but I felt faintly disturbed – not merely by the high-handedness of Turner’s intervention, but also by its result: for it had instantaneously transformed a scene of bland tranquillity into one of louring menace. My thoughts, however, were at that instant disrupted by the sound of footsteps from below, and by Davenant’s suddenly roaring, so loudly that I nearly leapt from my skin:


‘Good God, Hartright, there’s dedication for you!’


I turned, and saw Mrs. Holt coming upstairs towards us.


‘She doesn’t wait to be called, you note!’ said Davenant. ‘Can’t wait to get back to harrying the dons!’


‘We’ll lose the light, sir, is all I was thinking,’ said the cook.


‘Very true, Mrs. Holt,’ said Davenant. He turned to me. ‘She’s quite right, I fear, Mr. Hartright. You will, I hope, forgive me …?’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘It was very good of you to give me as much time as you have.’


‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘Delighted to help. If I have. Which I doubt …’


I started to speak, but he held up his hand, and went on:


‘None of your damned flattery, now. Go on up, Mrs. Holt, and get on your regalia. I’ll be with you in a moment.’ Then he took my arm affably, and led me downstairs.


He had opened the door, and was about to shake my hand, when he stopped suddenly, and said:


‘Will you wait a minute, Mr. Hartright? Something I think may assist you.’


He crossed the hall, and entered a room at the back of the house. I stood beneath his bay window, and looked about me. To the south, the smoke hung over London like a great mantle, so thick and black that just to see it was to feel the weight of it on your chest, and its woolly itch against your skin; but here a fresh breeze ruffled my hair, and there were chinks of blue between the grey-rimmed clouds that churned and tumbled above the heath. Something in their wild motion put me in mind of sporting sea creatures, and I watched, rapt, until his voice roused me from my reverie:


‘Here,’ he said, handing me a folded sheet of paper. ‘Two more people who knew him well. But neither of them painters; so you may be sure that what they tell you will be untainted by artistic rancour. Michael Gudgeon’s an antiquary, who travelled with Turner years ago on a tour of Kent and Sussex. And Amelia Bennett is old Benjamin Waley’s daughter …’


He paused, searching my face for some sign of recognition. I shook my head.


‘You’re too young, I suppose,’ he said, with a sigh. ‘He was quite a man in his day. A great amateur, who befriended Turner when he was little more than a boy.’


I thanked him warmly, and started for Kensington in high good spirits. I had trusted to fate, and fate had amply repaid me; and some almost superstitious conviction told me that it had not done with me yet, but would repay me further still when I got home.


And I was not mistaken; for there, in the hall, was the enclosed note from Ruskin!


My love as always, to you and to the children.


 


Walter



















VI


Letter from John Ruskin to Walter Hartright, 1st August, 185–





163 Dennmark Hill,


1st August, 185–


Dear Mr. Hartright,


Thank you for your letter of 21st July. I should have replied sooner, had I been here to receive it, but I only returned yesterday from a long absence in Italy and France.


Yes, I shall be happy to talk to you about Turner – although I am not sure how far it lies within my power (or the power of any man or woman) to light your way. I fear, however, that I shall be unable to see you this week – for, as I am sure you know, it is the inevitable consequence of travel to come back and find one’s garden choked with weeds, and, if I do not set to at once, some of my tenderest plants (a book, a lecture, and a thousand shy little shoots that seem to have sprung from my words, and to want only encouragement to flourish) will surely die. Would Thursday next, at three o’clock, be convenient?


Yours very truly,


 


John Ruskin



















VII


From the diary of Marian Halcombe, 4th August, 185–





A small cottage, with but one window on each floor, and entirely unremarkable save for a curious iron railing on the parapet, that looked as if a balcony had decided to emigrate from its original home to the roof. On one side, a tavern; on the other a little shop, advertising ‘ales’, ‘refreshments’ and ‘first-class ginger-beer’; next to that, a knock-kneed gateway bearing a weatherbeaten sign – all you could read was ‘Ale anders Boat ard’, so you had to fill in the ghosts of the missing ‘x’ and ‘y’ yourself – and leading to an untidy sprawl of spars and timbers and ropes. Facing the house, beyond the road, flowed the great river, hemmed in by a shallow embankment of rough stones, and approached by a flight of steps, which were crowded with lounging watermen smoking their pipes and waiting for custom. Further out, a desultory little army of mudlarks in ragged dress scoured the stinking mud for treasure.


‘Are you sure this is the right address?’ I asked the driver.


‘Six Davis Place, Chelsea, miss?’ he said, slowly, as if I were an idiot.


I got out. A knot of boys kicking a broken bottle stopped to stare at me, and two or three of the watermen stiffened and turned in my direction. They may simply have been bored, or hoping I would take a boat; but there seemed a kind of animal watchfulness in their unsmiling faces, as if, even at this time of day, a lone woman could have no rightful business here. I knew, though, that to show fear is to feed the monster that frightens us, so I paid the cabman and marched up the path without so much as a backward glance.


As I knocked on the door, however, I sensed a movement behind me, and, looking round, saw that the group of boys had followed me, and were pressing against the gate like a pack of wild dogs. Most of them instantly turned their heads to avoid my eyes, but one, a gangly beanpole of twelve or thirteen, held my gaze steadily.


‘You want to know about Puggy?’ he called.


I couldn’t tell whether he was mocking me or trying to be helpful; but since I have found that, if you expect the best of people, they generally strive to live up to your expectations, I smiled and said:


‘Booth. I’m looking for Mrs. Booth.’


‘She won’t tell you nothing about him,’ said the boy.


There was no sound from within the house, so I knocked again.


The boy called: ‘Ask Mr. Neave about him.’


The words were barely out of his mouth when I heard a man shouting: ‘That’s right, miss, I knew the Admiral!’


I turned, and saw one of the watermen (presumably Mr. Neave) crossing the road towards me. He seemed to have been drinking, for he staggered a little, and waved his arms wildly to attract my attention.


‘I took them everywhere,’ he said, gesturing across the river towards Battersea. ‘You come with me, I’ll show you where they went.’


I had no idea what they were talking about, but did not want to show it, for fear that it might encourage them to take some advantage of me, so I said nothing, and knocked for a third time. But I was beginning to lose heart. What if – as now seemed probable – Mrs. Booth were out, and I had to walk down the path again, and through the throng? My cab had long since disappeared from view, and there was not another in sight. To add to my disquiet, three or four more men, apparently attracted by the commotion, now spilled out of the tavern. One was a most impressive figure, a black-bearded giant in a red flannel shirt and pleated black French trousers, who elbowed his way to the front and bellowed, in what sounded like a Russian or Polish accent:


‘I tell you about the Admiral! The bottles! The ladies!’


‘You lying foreign b–!’ shouted Mr. Neave. Emboldened by drink, he clenched his fists and lurched forward, scattering boys on every side, although he could barely reach his opponent’s shoulder.


‘Please!’ I shouted. ‘I have no interest in any Admiral!’


I hoped this would calm them, but it appeared to have no effect. The men jostled themselves into two groups, while the boys lined up against the fence, either because they wanted to watch or because they could not escape. I quickly formulated a plan: I would appeal to the beanpole’s chivalrous instincts and offer him and his friends a penny apiece to escort me safely to the nearest cab stand.


I had already started back towards them when, at last, I heard the door opening behind me. I turned and saw a handsome, dark-haired, sturdily built woman of sixty or so, wearing a plain grey dress and a white apron. Her eyes stared past me towards the crowd at the gate. Her sallow, heavy-featured face wore an expression of infinite, exasperated sadness, such as you might see on a nurse who discovers her charges, yet again, doing something they know is wrong. To my astonishment, that look alone was enough to restore order: the two opposing factions melted away without a word, and the boys, as if suddenly released from captivity, scampered at full tilt down the street.


‘Mrs. Booth?’ I said.


She turned towards me. She inclined her head slightly, but did not smile.


‘I am Marian Halcombe,’ I said. ‘I believe Lady Eastlake wrote to you …?’


‘Yes,’ she said. There was a rural lilt to her voice, but its tone was perfectly neutral, neither friendly nor unfriendly. ‘Will you please come in, Miss Halcombe?’


The hall was so poky and dark that I could see almost nothing, and had to rely on the bobbing beacon of Mrs. Booth’s apron string to guide me. But the little parlour she led me into was pleasant enough, with a lively fire burning in the grate, and a strange-looking tailless cat stretched on the rug before it. A canary chirruped in its cage in the window, and a stout grandfather clock ticked soothingly by the door, as if Time, too, had been caught and tamed, and put in a corner to add his voice to the domestic chorus.


‘Please sit down,’ said Mrs. Booth, ‘while I fetch the tea.’ She was immediately gone again, and a moment later I heard her clumping down into the basement. I rose, and looked about me. The room was, for the most part, quite unexceptional, and such as you might expect to find in the housekeeper’s quarters of any well-run large house: neat cupboards, with white-painted panelled doors, flanked the fireplace; a cavalcade of china milkmaids, led by a Macready toby jug, marched across the mantel-shelf; and on the chimney breast above hung a watercolour of a church and some miniatures in oval frames.


It was only when I turned back towards the hall that I noticed something unusual. Two oil-paintings, stacked one behind the other and half covered by a sheet, leant against the wall between door and window. Seeing the corner of a gilt frame, and a whirl of leaden colour, I was overcome with curiosity, and immediately bent down and lifted the cloth. The images that greeted me were so terrible, and yet so vague, that they seemed to have been conjured from a nightmare. The first showed a wild, grey-green sea stirred into an implacable fury; in the foreground, indistinct figures clung desperately to a queer, serpentine lump of wreckage which rose from the spume like a sea-monster, and, further off, a cutter sailed to their rescue. The second, behind it, was perhaps the same scene the following day: a crowd gathered on the shore, dumbstruck at the frightful proof of nature’s destructive power littered all about them; while on the horizon, lit by an ulcerous, unforgiving yellow sun, a disabled ship with two masts gone was just visible through the haze. Their impact – at least on me – was almost physical, and somewhat as I imagine the effect of mesmerism to be; I lost all thought of where I was, or what I was doing there, and was still staring when Mrs. Booth re-entered.


‘Ah, yes,’ she said, colouring slightly. ‘Those are his. He gave them to me.’


‘What, Mr. Turner!’ I exclaimed. I must have sounded, I fear, more amazed than I should have done – partly because the only Turner I could remember seeing was the stately engraving in the hall at Brompton Grove of London from Greenwich Park, showing a tranquil classical landscape with a distant view of the smoke-covered city and its river, which seemed to bear no relation to these desolate scenes at all; and partly because it had never occurred to me that Mrs. Booth might have any of his pictures in her possession.


‘Yes,’ she said, setting her tray down. I expected her to go on, but she busied herself instead with the tea, pouring two cups and then perching the pot at the edge of the fire basket to keep warm. Hoping to revive the subject I said:


‘That was very generous of him.’


I regretted the words even before they were out of my mouth. She coloured again, and said:


‘What, you think I didn’t deserve so much kindness?’


‘No, of course not. I merely meant …’ I could not, of course, say what I really meant: that few successful artists would have dealt so handsomely with a servant. To cover my confusion, I said:


‘Why do you not hang them?’


‘I had them upstairs, but I feared they might be stolen. My son is going to keep them safe for me.’


I confess I found myself wondering why she did not sell them, for they must surely be worth a great deal of money; and in doing so she could simultaneously remove the cause of her anxiety and ensure herself a comfortable old age. Perhaps she guessed what I was thinking, for she said:


‘I could not bear to part with them.’


‘They remind you of the sea?’ I said.


She nodded.


‘You have naval connections, perhaps?’ I said. ‘The boys outside mentioned –’


‘The Admiral?’


‘Yes.’


She nodded again, but wearily. ‘That is what they called him.’


‘Mr. Turner?’ I said; for, though it seemed unlikely, we had talked of no-one else.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘They called him Admiral Booth.’ She paused, and looked coolly at my astonished face; then, as if I should have divined it for myself, went on: ‘They thought he was my husband.’


I felt quite lost, like a traveller who suddenly discovers he is without both map and compass. What could I ask that would not appear rude – the most obvious question, Why?, would certainly have fallen into this category – or, on the other hand, risk eliciting some new piece of startling information which would only bemuse me further? At length I said, cautiously:


‘How long did you know Mr. Turner?’


‘Twenty years,’ she said. ‘He first came to me when I had a boarding-house in Margate. Then, after Mr. Booth died, he wanted a retreat by the river; so he asked me to move to Chelsea, and keep house for him here.’


‘He must have had great confidence in you,’ I said.


She nodded, a proud woman briskly acknowledging her due. ‘He used to call me the handmaiden of Art.’


‘You helped him in his work, then?’


‘Oh, yes, I’d set his palette every morning, and make sure everything was ready.’ She said this with a certain warmth, as if she had begun to feel easier in my presence. A second or two later, the cat unexpectedly furthered my cause by getting up and jumping into my lap, where it stood lazily sinking its claws into my dress. For the first time since my arrival, Mrs. Booth smiled.


‘Oh, you’re very honoured,’ she said. ‘Jason generally only likes men. Mr. Turner, especially. He’d sit on his knee, his shoulder – even his head, sometimes.’


I laughed, and decided this would be a propitious moment to venture a little further.


‘What kind of a man was Mr. Turner?’


‘There were times’, she said, ‘when I thought he was a god.’


‘A god!’ I said. ‘Why, did he resemble a Greek statue?’


Mrs. Booth laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t mean to look at!’ she said. ‘In his work.’ She waved a hand towards the two oil-paintings. ‘You or I could stand where he did, and see nothing but a rough old day, or a wintry sun. But he saw what ordinary mortal eyes can’t see. He saw into the heart of things.’


I found myself thinking: Dear Lord, I hope the heart of things doesn’t look like that. But I said:


‘Yes, they are magnificent.’


That seemed to please her. She brightened, and – as if surprised by her own candour – said:


‘Would you like to see the room where he died, Miss Halcombe?’


In truth, I should have preferred to stay where I was, and finish my tea, and ask her more questions; but I could not very well refuse, so I replied:


‘Yes, I should. Very much.’


We went up the cramped staircase, which squeaked under our weight like a procession of complaining mice, and entered a small attic at the front of the house. The feeble sun seeped through a square, deep-set dormer, casting a watery pattern of light and shadow on the neighbouring wall. The left-hand side of the room was dominated by a simple brass bed, and a single wheelback chair stood before the window. The boards were bare, and there was no other furniture save a plain cupboard, a small table set with a bowl and ewer, and an iron ladder leading to a trapdoor in the ceiling. It looked like the kind of lodging where a struggling actor or a poor travelling salesman might seek refuge from the disappointments of the day.


‘This was his room,’ said Mrs. Booth. ‘Every morning he would rise before dawn, and throw a blanket round him, and go up there’ – here she indicated the ladder – ‘on to the roof, and sketch the sunrise.’


‘Ah,’ I said. ‘That’s why the parapet’s railed?’


She nodded. ‘And then he’d come back to bed, and rest till breakfast time. And so he went on, right up until his last illness. He was indefatigable, Miss Halcombe. Even when I was nursing him, I had to make sure he always had pencils and paper to hand.’


‘Was he still able to paint, then?’ I asked.


‘Not at the very end,’ she said. ‘But not to have the hope of it would have killed him that much sooner. So I always kept up the pretence: Perhaps tomorrow, my dear.’


How many housekeepers call their master ‘my dear’?


‘He was very lucky to have you, Mrs. Booth,’ I said.


She did not answer, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. At length she said:


‘I’ll tell you a strange thing, Miss Halcombe. A few weeks before he died, the police dragged out of the river some poor girl, who had fallen into disgrace, and drowned herself.’ She moved towards the window, and pointed down to the embankment steps, where the watermen were still idling the afternoon away. ‘Just there. And Mr. Turner was very troubled by it, and kept waking me in the night, and saying he saw her face, and feared to sleep. “I must draw it,” he said. “I must draw that face, or I shall have no rest.” And so he drew it, and it was almost the last picture he ever made.’


‘And was he still haunted by it?’ I asked.


‘He never spoke of it again,’ she said. ‘Leastways, not that I recall.’


She was quiet then, and I feared I had lost her to her own memories. I said:


‘How did he come to see her, if he was in bed, and she outside?’


‘It was a terrible winter,’ she said. ‘Nothing but fog and smoke for weeks on end. He’d say, “I wish I could see the sun again” – but he could barely more than whisper it by then, it’d break your heart to hear him. So he’d roll on to the floor, and try to crawl to the window to look for it.’


‘I see,’ I said. ‘So he was there when the police found her?’


She nodded abstractedly, as if her mind were on something more important. ‘Sometimes’, she said, ‘he was too weak even to go that far, and I’d find him here, by the chair, and have to help him back to bed.’


Again she was silent, and, though she faced the window, I thought I saw a tear in the corner of her eye. Finally, she sighed, and said: ‘But he did see it again. One morning, it suddenly broke through; and the doctor and I got him into the wheelchair, and pushed him here to the window, so that it could shine full on his face; and an hour later, as if he was satisfied at last, he died, without a murmur, with his head against my shoulder.’


Her voice did not quaver. And yet something in the way she spoke, bringing the thoughts from the depths of her own being, and then gently replacing them there, as if they were her most cherished possessions, told me, beyond doubt, that this was a woman who had not merely served Turner, but had loved him in every sense. And I knew – however hard it might be to believe – that the man described by Lady Eastlake as the foremost genius of the day had lived and died in this mean little house, under an assumed name, as his housekeeper’s husband.


If I am honest, I have to say this realization prompted in me no other feeling for Mrs. Booth than deep pity, mingled with a genuine admiration. But what, I wondered, would Walter make of it? For the old widow, I was sure, he would share my sympathy and compassion; but would he view Turner himself in the same liberal spirit? Might the discovery of his subject’s eccentricities (to put it as charitably as I can) make him lose interest in writing the Life, even before he has begun it?


It was therefore with some trepidation that I said:


‘You have been very helpful, Mrs. Booth. Would it be possible for me to call again with my brother, who, I know, would like to talk to you himself?’


And it was with relief, as well as disappointment, that I heard her reply:


‘I mean no offence, Miss Halcombe, but Mr. Turner’s memory is sacred to me. I do not like to talk about him; and, to speak plain, I have already said more than I meant to. So, while I shall always be pleased to see you, if you pass this way, I must ask that you do not bring your brother here; for I could tell him nothing more than I have told you today.’
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