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Author’s Note

 

THE LONG, COMPLEX, AND BYZANTINE STORY of the Elgin Marbles has fascinated and preoccupied me for many years. Among my friends and fellow writers, there are those who would say that the proper term is “obsessed.”

Almost twenty-five years ago I published a book entitled A Shadow of Magnitude, in which I described Lord Elgin’s grand adventure, based on the best research then available. Later, I wrote a novel entitled Lord Elgin’s Lady, which was based on the same story, but told this time from the viewpoint of his Scottish bride, Mary Nisbet, whom Elgin married in 1799 when Mary was only twenty-one.

Two reasons compelled me to take up the elements of the early books and retell the story: For one thing, the issue of the ownership of the marbles, which are arguably among the most precious and stunning sculptures of ancient Greece, once again came to the fore. Increasingly, various voices not only from Greece but from around the world were calling for the return of the marbles to their original home. So great was the outcry that thirty-three British MPs introduced into the House of Commons — at their political risk and peril, it must be said — a draft resolution urging the British government to take that heroic step, citing a recent television poll that showed 92.5 percent of the 100,000 viewers polled in favor of the move. The Greek authorities for their part were threatening to take the case to the international court. Thus by the mid-1990s, the Elgin Marbles had become a burning moral issue of international interest.

My second and more important reason was that considerable additional material has come to light over the past two and a half decades, which offers important new insights about Lord Elgin’s picaresque adventure and needed absolutely to be incorporated into the story, both for accuracy and currency. Further, the earlier book on the subject was embarrassingly filled with misspellings, typographical errors — even missing pages — and I have long felt the need to correct it. Thus, though The Elgin Affair follows roughly the same structure as A Shadow of Magnitude, the new book, which contains at least thirty-five percent new material, completely supersedes it.

THEODORE VRETTOS 
JULY 1997
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Prologue

 

EARLY IN 1798, the government of France appointed the brilliant young general Napoleon Bonaparte commander in chief of the “Army of England,” a huge force already assembled on the Channel coast of France for the invasion of Great Britain. After some deliberation, Bonaparte suggested that these forces should be used to invade Egypt, not England, and the decision was at once adopted.

In May of that year, a powerful armada under Bonaparte’s command set sail from Toulon and successfully eluded the British fleet in the Mediterranean, capturing Malta and incorporating the island into the French Republic.

Toward the middle of June, the armada set sail from Malta, and after again escaping the British warships in the Mediterranean, it arrived safely in Egypt.

At this time, Egypt was under the control of the Ottoman Empire, along with most of the Balkan countries, the Middle East, and the North African coast. But this was a pretense of Turkish authority because the real control of Egypt was in the hands of the Mamluks. Nevertheless the nebulous authority of the Turks was somehow maintained, and whenever a new pasha of Egypt was appointed by the Porte, he was received by the Mamluks with an impressive formal ceremony and then escorted to the citadel, where he lived in virtual imprisonment until his term of office expired.

Understandably, the Turkish government nourished a deep hatred for the Mamluks, and although France had been Turkey’s oldest and safest ally up until this time, the invasion of Egypt by Napoleon came as a complete surprise. Indeed, almost at the precise moment that Bonaparte was seizing Egypt, French foreign minister Talleyrand was in Constantinople persuading the Turks that France was occupying Egypt only in Turkey’s interest.

On August 6, Henri Ruffin, the French charge d’affaires at Constantinople, was summoned to the seraglio by the Turkish minister and reprimanded harshly: “The Sublime Porte was pained to see an allied power seize without warning Turkey’s most precious province, the navel of Islam.”1 Before Ruffin could respond, he was quickly escorted out of the seraglio by a military guard and taken to the prison of the Seven Towers. The next day, Sultan Selim III issued a formal declaration of war against France.

Even while Ruffin was being led to prison, the British admiral Horatio Nelson had already destroyed the French fleet in the Battle of the Nile. The victory, and subsequent declaration of war on France by the Turks, gave the British government the opportunity not only to secure Turkey as an ally in their war against the French, but also to become the most favored nation in the Ottoman Empire.

It was into these turbulent events that Thomas Bruce, seventh earl of Elgin, was thrust when he accepted the post of ambassador extraordinary to the Sublime Porte and set sail in 1799 for Constantinople with his beautiful young wife. Up until this time, England had regarded Turkey as a remote and unimportant country and hadn’t even bothered to maintain an official embassy at Constantinople, leaving all relations with Turkey in the hands of the Levant Company, an English chartered firm that had been given exclusive rights in all British trade with the eastern Mediterranean. Its official title, incorporated by royal charter, was the Governor and Merchants of England Trading to the Levant Seas. Moreover it had the statutary right to appoint all British ambassadors, consuls, and deputies in the Levant, and to lay charges on its very own members. It also had the power to impose fines and send home any member who voiced dissent against the company. At various times, it even maintained its own fleet of warships.

Lord Elgin’s appointment as ambassador to the Porte was first presented by King George III to the governor and trustees of the Levant Company before it was approved. The last member of the Levant Company to assume the role of ambassador was Robert Listom He left in 1794, and Sir William Sydney Smith temporarily took the post and refused to relinquish it, even after Lord Elgin arrived in Constantinople.


 

 

Part 1


Sicily

 

THE SICILIAN SKY was on fire when HMS Phaeton dropped anchor off Palermo at noon. Inside the stifling bowels of the frigate’s only stateroom, the young bride trickled more vinegar into her silk handkerchief and dabbed it weakly over her face and wrists. A glass of Portuguese brandy lay untouched on the small oak table beside the bunk where her husband had placed it before leaving the cabin earlier that morning. She had been stricken by the sea from the very moment she stepped on board the Phaeton at Portsmouth. “A fortnight in Lisbon offered no relief, nor the vinegar now.”1 Indeed, its obnoxious fumes augmented her misery, and in desperation she fled once again to her beloved Archerfield, forcing her tortured brain to conjure a picture of peaceful Scottish woods protecting her father’s house from the western wind as fields of autumn grass frolicked along the golden sands of Aberlady Bay. In her wildest dreams, she still found it hard to believe that she was the wife of Thomas Bruce, seventh earl of Elgin and eleventh of Kincardine.

Lord Elgin was born on July 20, 1766, of noble and ancient ancestry. The Bruce name of Culross in the kingdom of Fife was traced directly from Robert de Brus, a knight of Normandy, who accompanied William the Conqueror into England. From this same lineage was born the famous Robert the Bruce, first king of Scotland (1306-1329), whose heart is buried in Melrose Abbey, and whose sword still hangs at Broomhall, the palatial estate of the Elgin family. Lord Elgin’s mother was in particular favor at court as the countess of Elgin and was governess at one time to the young princess Charlotte of Wales, the only daughter of George IV.

Elgin inherited the earldom in his boyhood. After an education at Harrow, Westminster, Saint Andrew’s, and Paris, he was commissioned an ensign in the Foot Guards, passing swiftly through the lower ranks, and eventually was given command of his own regiment, the Elgin Highland Fencibles. He was elected to the House of Lords in 1790, and the next year, at the age of twenty-five, was granted his first diplomatic assignment by Britain’s prime minister William Pitt. It came at short notice, and within twenty-four hours Elgin set off for Vienna as envoy extraordinary to the newly crowned emperor Leopold II.

For almost a year, he accompanied Leopold on long trips to the Austrian territories in Italy and tried repeatedly to persuade the emperor to bring Austria into alliance with England. Although his long months of labor and dedication proved unsuccessful, Elgin nevertheless managed to establish a sound diplomatic reputation and was sub-sequendy rewarded by Lord William Wyndham Grenville, Britain’s foreign secretary, with a second appointment: envoy to Brussels, where he remained for two years, mosdy as a liaison officer between the Belgian and Austrian armies. Henry Dundas, who for many years had regulated all the parliamentary elections in Scodand and was instrumental in getting Elgin elected to the House of Lords, once again came to Elgin’s assistance and wrote a strong letter of recommendation to Lord Grenville:

Although not very rich, he is easy in his circumstances and would not with a view to emolument alone wish for employment. But if he can be creditably to himself employed in the public service, it would give him pleasure to be so. He thinks himself perfectly safe in that respect in the hands of the present government. He will never urge you to anything; nor will he ever bring forward any pretentions, but you will at any time find him ready to obey any call made upon the grounds I have stated.2

Elgin was assigned to the court of Prussia at Berlin, and as British minister plenipotentiary he became involved for the first time in his life with the many intrigues of foreign diplomacy, which he found distasteful. Furthermore, as a gentleman nurtured in the old school, he was firmly entrenched in outdated principles and old-fashioned conceptions of honor and tradition. He was far from naive, however, and although he remained in Berlin until his thirty-second year without being married, he was by no means unacceptable to women. A steady visitor to the embassy house at Berlin was a certain “fair favourite, Madame Ferchenbeck,”3 but nothing came of the relationship, and Elgin returned to England in 1798, stopping first at the office of the foreign secretary before continuing to Brighton for a well-earned holiday.

A few days later, while dancing with the princess Augusta at a ball given by the fleet at Weymouth, Elgin was drawn aside by King George III and told that he should apply at once for the post of ambassador to Turkey, but with the stipulation that he find himself a wife, since his prolonged bachelorhood was considered a distinct disadvantage for an ambassador, particularly in the Levant.

There were countless young ladies on both sides of the firth, attractive and of sound family fortune, but Elgin chose Mary Nisbet, who lived in Dirleton, a small village ten miles east of Edinburgh. William Nisbet’s estates brought in eighteen thousand pounds annually, and Elgin certainly was aware of this when he made his heralded appearance at Archerfield, the Nisbet home, on the raw morning of March 11. It was not an easy victory for him. William Nisbet did not favor the discrepancy in age; his daughter was only twenty-one and Elgin thirty-three. Aside from this, some of Edinburgh’s wealthiest young men had already expressed their desire to marry his only child. Furthermore, he also knew that Elgin had recently incurred heavy debts restoring Broomhall. Nevertheless, he was attracted by the idea of marrying his daughter to a member of the nobility, and he gave his consent.

Soon after Elgin’s application for ambassador was accepted, he selected a sizable staff for his embassy. The men were youthful, well qualified, and dedicated. Foremost among them was Professor Joseph Dacre Carlyle, who previously held the chair in Arabic at Cambridge. He had just turned thirty-nine and already had several important books published. He also had a weakness for poetry and “kept beleaguering everyone on the staff with his poor verses.”4 His chief purpose in joining the embassy was to fulfill a sincere desire to convert the natives of Asia and Africa by distributing an Arabic version of the Bible, over which he had labored for several years. Lord Elgin had no objection to this as long as Carlyle was able to fortify the embassy with his knowledge and scholarly achievement.

The Reverend Philip Hunt was twenty-eight and had been for a short time a clergyman under the patronage of Lord Upper Ossory. A meticulous scholar, he could dissect the history of many archaeological sites in Europe and Asia and had a sound knowledge of Greek. The opportunity to join Lord Elgin’s embassy excited him:

As the Turks have now made a common cause with us to stop the progress of the French, it has been thought expedient by our court to send a splendid Embassy to Constantinople in order to enter into certain treaties for the mutual advantage of both countries. The Earl of Elgin is appointed Ambassador Extraordinary etc., to the Porte, and by the interest of my worthy and excellent friend, the Reverend Mr. Brand, Rector of Maulden, the situation of chaplain and private secretary to the Ambassador will most probably be filled by me. I have consulted Lord Ossory and my other friends here, and they all concur in describing it as a most brilliant opportunity of improving my mind and laying the foundation of a splendid fortune. I need only add that it is a situation by which the young son of a Nobleman might aspire; that it will be certainly attended with great present advantages and most probably lead to an independent fortune.5

Elgin’s two other secretarial assistants were both twenty-two. John Morier knew about the East, having been born in Smyrna, where his father was consul. This was his first diplomatic assignment, and he religiously supplied his diary with many details of the voyage, particularly Lord Elgin’s coldness of manner and frugality. Even during their first day at sea, Morier noticed

a great indifference on the part of Lord Elgin towards those most immediately dependent upon him. However, part of this can be attributed to His Lordship’s chronic indisposition. He suffers constantly from rheumatism and is susceptible to catching cold, which is a deep source of vexation for Her Ladyship. Everyone under employment has very quickly discovered that His Lordship does not intend to pay one penny of the salary agreed upon until the Embassy is closed by order of the government. He has even stood by and allowed all in the party to pay their own expenses and studiously avoids any mention of money.6

Elgin’s first personal secretary, William Richard Hamilton, was also on his first assignment. He had studied at Oxford and Cambridge, and when his sponsor wrote to Elgin, the letter brimmed with hyperbole: “He has much good sense and great activity of mind. He is industrious and in the highest degree anxious to render himself useful. His manners are most pleasing and his principles perfectly good, so you may use him at once as your companion and your confidant.”7

Dr. Hector McLean was the embassy physician. “An esteemed medical authority,”8 he was at his wit’s end in effecting a cure for Lady Elgin’s mai de mer and with great exasperation finally decided that the Phaeton should stop briefly at selected ports of call to afford her some measure of relief. McLean had a weakness for alcohol and confined himself in his compartment throughout most of the voyage.

Lady Elgin unabashedly regarded her husband’s desire for the post at Constantinople as vain and senseless. The world was already spinning into the nineteenth century, yet Turkey still remained a barbarous country, her plague-infested towns swelling with harems and dens of hashish. To seek such an embassy at a time when England was at war with Bonaparte seemed even more absurd, but Elgin, refusing to be dissuaded, continually reminded her of Constantinople’s ancient beauty and fame, the matchless splendor of Haghia Sophia,* the Gardens of Pera, the Bosporus, the seraglio.†

But more importantly, Elgin had a deeper reason for seeking the post at Constantinople. From the time he was a young student at Westminster, he had developed a fond affection for art, and especially sculpture. Largely through the influence of Thomas Harrison, the architect he had engaged to restore Broomhall, Elgin learned that the best models of classical art were to be found in Greece, not Rome. Harrison further suggested that while Elgin was at Constantinople he could make periodic visits to Athens, where excellent opportunities for improving his knowledge of Greek sculpture and architecture were agelessly present. Although many publications had been recently written by English and German scholars, Harrison insisted that books could not truly inspire. Far more important were plaster casts of the actual objects, as well as paintings and drawings done in situ under the brilliance of the Grecian sky.

[image: image]

*The Church of Saint Sophia was Emperor Justinian’s greatest achievement. Begun in A.D. 532, it marks the highest development of Byzantine architecture.

†The palace of the sultans.

Harrison’s words stirred Lord Elgin. It was the opportunity he had long been seeking, the chance to restore the entire position of the fine arts in Great Britain and to improve British architecture, painting, and sculpture. Moreover, classical designs could be used everywhere, even on furniture and household items, and consequently the embassy could very well benefit the whole advancement of the arts in England. It was a grandiose scheme, and immediately after Elgin learned that he had been accepted for this much-desired post, he put his ideas to Lord Grenville. After requesting sufficient money to support such an important undertaking, Elgin furthermore asked for painters, artists, architects, draftsmen, and formatori. These demands, however, exceeded Grenville’s authority, and he suggested that Elgin present them in person to the prime minister, Wiliam Pitt. Pitt’s response was disheartening: “His Majesty’s Government cannot equip your Embassy with such grand ideas. If you choose to embark upon this venture you must do so at your own expense.”9

Elgin’s salary had already been fixed at only six thousand pounds per year. Nevertheless he was determined to carry his scheme forward, and soon the best painters of England offered themselves at Broomhall. First to arrive was the watercolor painter Thomas Girtin. He waited two hours in the great hall before being interviewed, only to learn that Elgin could offer him thirty pounds annually, which was half the salary of an English valet. In addition to his main task as artist of the embassy, Girtin “was also expected to assist Lady Elgin In the decoration of fire screens, worktables, and other household duties requiring artistic knowledge.”10

Next came Richard and Robert Smirke. Robert was the more famous of the two brothers. At the age of thirteen, he was apprenticed in London to a heraldic painter, and seven years later, he studied in the schools of the Royal Academy. His works were usually small, humorous, graceful, and accomplished in draftsmanship. He also executed many clever and popular book illustrations. With each of the brothers, Elgin was forced to adjust his price, but the basic terms remained unacceptable, and further negotiations broke down.

William Daniell, another artist to be interviewed, was the nephew of the great English painter Thomas Daniell. William had accompanied his uncle on a voyage to India when he was only fourteen, and shortly after this, his many sketches engraved in aquatint had been published. However, he, too, balked at Elgin’s terms and reluctantiy refused the proposal.

In the weeks that followed, Elgin had the same results with the rest of the artists that presented themselves at Broomhall. Shortly before embarking on the Phaeton with his young bride, he called upon Benjamin West* for advice, and die venerable painter suggested the name of J. M. W. Turner, who was only twenty-four but had already gained stature in London art circles.

Turner seemed quite willing at first, but when Elgin demanded sole possession of all paintings and added that Turner’s leisure hours were to be devoted to drawing lessons for Lady Elgin, “the young artist retaliated with a salary demand of four hundred pounds, at which point the interview was brought to a sharp halt by Elgin.”11

HMS Phaeton had now covered more than half the way to her destination, yet Elgin was still without an artist who would supervise his grand scheme. Seized by a heavy melancholy, he became even crankier with the members of his staff, and although Lady Elgin tried to lift his sagging spirits, she, too, had her own discomfort to consider.

While the Phaeton strained at her anchor, the ship’s courier Charles Duff was sent into Palermo to secure lodgings. He returned with the discouraging news that it was impossible to get on shore that night. In the next breath, however, Duff revealed that Sir William Hamilton had learned of their arrival and was offering the use of his house.

[image: image]

*Benjamin West (1738-1820) was born in Springfield, Pennsylvania. He executed his first painting at the age of seven while sitting by the cradle of his sister’s child. The infant happened to smile in its sleep, and young Benjamin drew its portrait. West settled in Philadelphia as a portrait painter at the age of eighteen, and two years later he moved to New York. In 1760, he traveled to Europe, visiting Italy for three years before settling in London. King George III took him under his special patronage, from which many commissions resulted. He died in London and was buried in Saint Paul’s Cathedral.

At first Lady Elgin balked at the thought of living under the same roof with Lord Nelson’s notorious mistress Emma Hamilton, but she had been one whole month on the high seas, confined in a damp cabin that was divided into six insufferable compartments by a hideous green curtain. To make matters worse, not one day had passed without listening to the constant complaints of the Reverend Philip Hunt: “How can I be expected to share this molecular compartment with four other gentlemen? It is twelve feet long, six broad, and six high. It has five beds, thirteen trunks, six basins, hats, dressing gowns, boat cloaks, a cabin-boy brushing our shoes, servants preparing our shaving apparatus, five foul clothes bags, four portmanteaux, brooms, blankets, quilts, an Eighteen-Pounder with carriage tackles, iron crow, balls and grapeshot!”12

Despite these annoyances, Hunt managed to perform his ministerial duties on board the Phaeton and also to conduct services on deck every Sunday morning, even in bad weather.

Fortunately, the lodging problem was solved the following morning, when Duff succeeded in his search for a private palazzo. It was not far from Sir William Hamilton’s residence, and it overlooked the Bay of Palermo. The drawing room was so enormous Hunt paced it off: “seventy-six foot long and twenty-five wide!”13 The ceiling was lavishly decorated with a pastoral scene that painfully reminded Lady Elgin of her Archerfield. A huge French window led onto a balcony, from which every ship in the harbor was plainly visible. Her mal de mer found instant relief here, and during the noon meal she even exchanged puns with Captain Morris of the Phaeton. Later in the afternoon, they received an invitation for dinner at Sir William’s, and quite surprisingly Lady Elgin raised no objection.

The entire party chose to walk to the Hamilton house, climbing leisurely up the narrow cobbled street that coursed asymmetrically through rows of white stucco houses with green tile roofs. Elgin, still dispirited about not having a painter to supervise his project in Athens, avoided all conversation, but Duff quickly remedied this with a boisterous account of what had happened to him on the previous day, when he called upon Lord Nelson at Sir William’s house: “I was met at the door by a little old woman in a white bedgown and black petticoat. ‘What do you want, Sir?’ says she. ‘Lord Nelson,’ I reply. ‘And what do you want with his Lordship?’ again says she. I rebuked her on the spot and warned that she should look after her own business, at which point a male servant appeared and escorted me into the hall. ‘You have inquisitive housekeepers,’ says I to him. He coughed behind his hand then replied: ‘But she is not a housekeeper, Sir. That is Lady Hamilton’s mother!’“14

It was unfortunate that the world knew Sir William Hamilton only as the aged husband of the famous Emma. Elgin, however, was very much aware that Sir William had already achieved a well-deserved reputation as an antiquary. “While serving as ambassador at Naples, Sir William developed a passion for collecting many works of art, particularly vases, and was one of the first to appreciate the true origin of Greek vases, which up to that time were erroneously called Etruscan because they were found in southern Italy.”15 His treasures were innumerable: hundreds of vases and priceless gems, a splendid thesaurus of valuable coins, and many fine pieces of sculpture. Quite often he had to pay exorbitant prices and eventually, finding himself at the point of financial ruin, was forced to sell his entire collection at a great loss. Most of his treasures were bought by the British Museum.

Two male servants escorted the Elgin party into the front hall, where the walls and floor were of marble. On the wall beyond the foyer was a sweeping mural that Elgin regarded as a poor example of Italian art: pudgy little angels with pouting lips hovering around an equally pudgy youth, while above them loomed the enormous muscular presence of God.

Inside the drawing room, they were greeted by Lady Hamilton and Sir William. A middle-aged naval officer in full dress stood rigidly by the bay window, his right arm severed at the elbow, a brown leather patch over his right eye: Viscount Horatio Nelson! British admiral and naval hero whose genius reached its greatest height at the Battle of the Nile, one of the most brilliant naval battles in history. Soon after this great victory, Nelson arrived at Naples and fell headlong into an affair with Lady Hamilton, whose husband was the British ambassador at Naples. Strikingly beautiful and the subject of much gossip throughout Europe, Lady Hamilton quickly wasted most of Lord Nelson’s money, dragged him around “like a bear,”16 and forced him to incur heavy gambling debts. Nelson had no children by his wife, Frances, the daughter of a West Indies physician, but Lady Hamilton bore him a daughter, Horatia.

Throughout dinner Elgin was struck by Lady Hamilton’s beauty, “Now that is a fine woman for you,” he whispered to his wife, “good flesh and blood. A whapper!”17

Lady Elgin was immersed in thought. She could not understand why a fine gentleman like Sir William allowed such a “sick goat to roam freely in his house for more than a year. Nelson had no upper teeth, and there was an ugly wound on his forehead. Indeed, he seemed to be quite dying.”18

Sir William graciously toasted their health, then wished Elgin success in Constantinople. The drink was anisette, and it encouraged Lady Elgin’s appetite for dinner: lamb swimming in thick tomato sauce, summer squash, okra, broccoli, cheese pie, small puffs of fried meats, and a wide variety of wines. Later, during tea, they were all amused by Nelson’s remarks about “that lean and sallow little man whose boots and hat were much too large for him.” Yet in the very next breath, Nelson readily admitted to Napoleon’s genius.

Before leaving England, Elgin had been well briefed on Napoleon and the French invasion of Egypt. His instructions ran to twenty-six pages and concluded with the stern warning that “not only was he to keep vigilant watch over the interests of His Majesty, promote commerce, maintain British privileges, persuade the Turks to open the Black Sea to English trade, establish a postal station at Suez, but above all, he was to assist in every possible way to expel the French from Egypt and thus keep the Ottoman Empire on friendly terms with Great Britain.”19

Only a few months before he accepted his embassy in 1799, Elgin learned that Napoleon had amassed a powerful force on the Channel coast for the purpose of invading England, but in the final hour he changed his mind and reported to his government that the plan was impossible, and instead suggested that these same forces, which numbered over 54,000 men, be used in an invasion of Egypt. As he himself remarked, “Europe is a molehill. Everything here wears out. We must go to the Orient, where the greatest glories have always been acquired.”20

When the French armada lifted anchor at Toulon, “the sea turned choppy and almost to the man, the army became seasick.”21 But Napoleon quickly buoyed their spirits by reminding them that when he took command of the forces on the Ligurian coast, they were in the greatest want, lacking everything and having sold even their family possessions to provide for their daily needs. He promised them an end to their privations and then led them successfully into Italy, where all was given them in abundance. Immediately thereafter, he made a solemn promise that if they would now follow him into Egypt, they all would be given enough money to purchase six acres of land when they returned to France. And thus, in May of 1799, this great force set sail from Toulon. The Admiralty, and Lord Nelson in particular, never expected such a move. Moreover, the Egyptians, who had been under the control of the Mamluks* for five centuries, soon realized they were no match for the French and offered little resistance.

Bonaparte boasted that “the Battle of the Nile was a general’s dream: decisive victory, few casualties, enormous booty, and hardly a prisoner.”22 Elgin, however, strongly disagreed. Napoleon’s victory was far from decisive, since a large part of the enemy force escaped intact with its commanders; and it was to this force that Elgin would have to direct his attention as soon as he arrived in Constantinople.

The dinner at Sir William’s had almost drawn to an end, when Lady Hamilton walked to the glass doors of the drawing room and loudly clapped her hands. Several musicians appeared with cellos and violins. They seated themselves quietly in the center of the room and waited for Lady Hamilton’s nod. A medley of songs was rendered by her in a strong and melodic voice, and although Lady Elgin listened intently, deep down she winced at Lady Hamilton’s pretentious mannerisms.

[image: image]

*First introduced into Egypt by the sultans in the thirteenth century, these fierce warriors from the Caucasus took control of the country within a few years. They kept replenishing their forces by bringing in a steady flow of young soldiers from the Caucasus. When Napoleon invaded Egypt, the Mamluks, although they had a powerful army of ten thousand men, were soundly defeated by the modern weapons of the French.

Precisely at noon the next day, a servant of Lady Hamilton came to the palazzo with an invitation to lunch at two o’clock, after which they were to watch a rowing match at four, where the king and queen of Naples would be present, and following this, a grand ball in the evening: a gala fete to celebrate the birthday of the royal son and heir to the throne. Lady Elgin wore her choicest pink gown with white lace cloak.

After tea, Sir William suggested a stroll through Palermo’s streets. Lady Hamilton hastened to her bedchamber and returned in a dress of white silk with matching gloves and hat. Most of her bosom was exposed, which bothered only Lady Elgin, who was determined by this time not to enter into a degrading competition “with such a fickle woman, who changed clothes and jewelry at the twinkle of an eye.”23

As they walked in leisure down the sharp hill leading to the bay, Sir William unveiled much of Palermo’s history: how it had been built originally on a tongue of land between two inlets, resulting in the creation of two excellent harbors that eventually joined into one and formed the small bay facing entirely to the east, where Palermo now lay. A few more yards brought them before the porch of the ancient cathedral. Sir William remarked that it had been built by the English archbishop Walter, who was sent to Sicily by Henry II as tutor to the king. At this point Lady Hamilton complained of a sudden fatigue and took leave of them, but with the assurance that she would recover for the rowing match later in the afternoon.

The harbor was strangely deserted. Palermo’s museum stood only a short distance away, and Elgin’s eyes instantly came alive when he beheld the abundant collection of Etruscan sarcophagi, the sepulchral urns, the numerous bas-reliefs, and the large assortment of Greek vases. Along with these were many oil paintings and an extensive array of Sicilian majolica.

Sir William was genuinely pleased to find someone who shared his love for antiquities, whereupon Elgin seized the opportunity to say that Sir William’s book of engravings not only had inspired him while at Westminster, but in fact had brought about several altercations with a classmate who refused to accept that “Josiah Wedgwood the potter was thoroughly influenced by Sir William’s inspiring text.”24

This was an excellent opportunity for Elgin to tell Sir William about his real reason for seeking the post at Constantinople and how he had to abandon his plans when he couldn’t find a capable artist to supervise the project. Sir Wdliam was sympathetic to Elgin’s plight and regretted that he could be of no assistance, especially since Palermo was no substitute for Naples. There was also the unpleasant situation in his house. Lady Hamilton was at that age in life that demanded insatiable attention. Aside from this, Sir William’s health had begun to deteriorate, and he suffered constantly from bilious fevers. It was this rapid approach to dotage, he explained, that accounted for his devotion to Lady Hamilton, and his complaisance in her relationship with Nelson.

A few minutes later, Lady Elgin drew her husband aside. “I never saw three people make such thorough dupes of themselves as Lady Hamilton, Sir William, and Lord Nelson!”25 she said quietly but firmly.

Before leaving the museum, Sir William mentioned with a muffled sigh that he understood Nelson was planning to set sail for Minorca in a few days. Under his breath Elgin repeated the information to his wife, adding in a whisper, “But many people are laying bets that Nelson will not go.”26

On the long climb up another hill, Elgin reiterated his ardent desire to send professional artists, architects, and molders to Athens. Sir William urged him to persist, then suddenly stopped walking, and exclaimed, “I have just the man for you, the ideal person for your project in Athens. He is the first painter in Italy: Giovanni Battista Lusieri. He lives in Messina and is fondly called Don Tita. I first heard of him when he served as court painter for the King of Naples.”27

Elgin’s interest was piqued even more when he learned that Lusieri was not one to quibble over money. Sir William went on to explain that Don Tita devoted himself almost entirely to large panoramas:

They are upon a considerable scale in length, not less than seven or eight feet, and generally they embrace the eighth of a circle. He even has one, a view of Constantinople, eighteen feet by three feet high, which comprehends the fourth of a panorama. These drawings are merely careful outlines done with a hard pencil or crow-pen. No attempt is made at light or shade. He takes an incredible amount of time in doing them; the outline of Constantinople alone was a study of three months. On examining the subjects from which several of his outlines have been made, I confess that I could not perceive the minutiae described in them, and I am thus led to suppose that he must have used a telescope.28

The rowing match proved to be a dull performance, and when it was finished the Elgins were brought back to their palazzo in Sir William’s carriage. Lady Elgin was in a quandary over what she would wear for the ball that evening, since Lady Hamilton upon several occasions during the rowing match had tried to make light of the matter by calling it “a silly little birthday party,”29 and advising Lady Elgin to wear only a common dress. After being forewarned that it was a constant trick of Lady Hamilton “to make everyone she can, go undressed,”30 Lady Elgin chose her blue-and-silver gown, to which she added her pearl necklace and diamond bracelet. At quarter past seven they were summoned outside, where Sir William’s carriage again awaited them. They sat in the front seat, while Lady Hamilton sat between her husband and Nelson in the rear seat. She wore a gold silk gown studded with jewels and a tiara of glittering diamonds!

Soon after their arrival at the palace, there was a thunderous display of fireworks, and while the air still lay heavy with smoke, a large platform was cleared and the dancing commenced. As the men cast lingering looks toward Lady Hamilton and the women whispered into each other’s ears, servants in Chinese dress moved through the crowd serving wine and morsels of fried meat. Only a few couples chose to dance. Lady Hamilton took this moment to proclaim that “Her Majesty had spent more than six thousand pounds for this affair, which Elgin considered an extravagant waste.”31

Their table rested alongside a Japanese bridge that spanned an artificial pond. A covey of ducks swam peacefully in one corner, while rows of brightly lit lamps cast their reflection on the water. In time, the food was served, and under the soft hue of the swaying lamps, Nelson cleared his throat and asked Elgin if he realized what exactly awaited him at Constantinople. Elgin assured him he was very much aware that Sir Sydney Smith would never live down his sudden removal from the embassy post in Constantinople.

Smith had made captain at sixteen and fought in several battles of the American Revolutionary War, but soon thereafter, finding life rather dull, he disobeyed Admiralty orders and “accepted an invitation from the King of Sweden to be his naval advisor in a war against Russia and conducted his naval operations from the King’s yacht.”32 The Admiralty eventually sent him on a fact-finding tour of Turkey, but as soon as war broke out with France, Sir Sydney purchased a ship at his own expense, collected a crew of unemployed sailors at Smyrna, and set off to join the English Mediterranean fleet. To show its gratitude, His Majesty’s government rewarded him with the post at Constantinople, which he was to serve joindy with his brother, John Spencer Smith. Nelson strenuously fought this appointment, claiming it was a hazardous risk assigning political duty to an active service officer, let alone to a man who had attained his reputation through disobedience. It galled him to envision Sir Sydney on the bridge of his Tigre, laying siege to Acre with drawn sword and puffed chest, while the treacherous Turks praised him to Allah.

Although Elgin had been previously apprised of all this, Nelson’s words nevertheless disturbed him. He never expected to encounter a mess like this: “one Smith brother, an employee of the Levant Company, in charge of British affairs in Constantinople; the other, a national hero, holding both naval and diplomatic rank, cruising off the coast of Egypt in his Tigre.”33 With Nelson now about to embark for Minorca, Bonaparte was firmly anchored in Egypt, defying both the British and the Turks to throw him out.

After dinner, Sir William introduced them to the king and queen of Naples. Their Highnesses conversed only in French. Standing beside her obese and ornately decorated husband, the queen looked tiny and fragile. Her purple gown was adorned with jewels, and two fingers of each hand sagged under the weight of huge diamond rings as she explained, in a soft and charming voice, that she was the sister of Marie Antoinette. Tearfully, she revived each frightful moment of the French conquest of Naples, ending with the sad announcement that half of their kingdom was now lost to Bonaparte.

The king (Ferdinand I, a Spanish Bourbon) suddenly fell silent, but his face lit up when Lady Elgin conveyed her polite assurance that this was indeed the most gala day in her life — what with the rowing match, the fireworks, the music, and the absolutely delicious food. Elgin joined in and, lifting his wineglass, drank to Lord Nelson, upon which “Lady Hamilton actually greeted [Scottish for wept]!”

Three days later, the Elgins traveled by carriage to Messina for a meeting with Giovanni Battista Lusieri. It was a tedious journey over bad mountain roads, requiring frequent stops, and although their guide claimed to know the way blindfolded, it took them almost a week before they finally arrived at Messina, where they were directed down a narrow cobblestone street, to the heart of the old city. Lusieri’s house was a two-story structure whose white stucco walls were cracked at many places. The inner staircase shook under their weight.
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