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William Beckford of Fonthill, who was born in 1760 and
died a hundred years ago today, is an arresting figure in the
gallery of English men-of-letters, His fame rests in the first
place on his literary gifts, which shine with an enduring lustre.
In the second place his fame is due to the fact that, in the
strange circumstances of his life and in his artistic taste, he
was a brilliant precursor of the Romantic Era. which may be
said to have dawned about the time of his birth, and to have
grown and flourished, both in England and the continent,
throughout well-nigh the whale course of the 1gth century, Be-
ckford’s lifetime spans eighty years memorable in the history
of art and literature, for it was a period in which there took
Place a fundamental revolution in taste, in style and in feeling,
The world inte which he was born admired the architecture of
Versailles and Queluz, the poetry of Racine and Pope, the mu-
sic of Haydn, the painting of Tiepalo. The new age which
followed it, and which Beckford himself entered well before his
death, looked for inspiration in architecture not to Palladio ar
Lendtre, but to the Gothic monuments of the Middle Ages. It
abhorred Queluz; it doted on the Castle of the Penha. Victor
Hugo and Scott, Delacroix and Wagner, claimed the homage
once granted to the classic immortals. It was to this new age,
then, that William Beckford of Fonthillwas a precursor or he-
rald, and his life, probably to an extent of which he himself
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was entitely ignorant, gave impulse to the advent of that as-
tonishing revolution whose trinmph he survived to witness,

It is fitting, therefore, that William Beckford's name should
not pass unnoticed on this the hundredth anniversary of his
death, It is peculiary appropriate that his memory should be
evoked here in Portugal, for destiny had decreed that Portugal
should play, as we shall see, an important part in Beckford's
life; that he should write one of the best books about Portugal
that has ever been written ;and that two of Portugal's most
celebrated monuments, the convents of Alcobaca and Batalha,
should exert through him an influence on the course of the ro-
mantic movement,

Destiny, indeed, played a paramount part in Beckford's
life from the beginning. Destiny decreed that he should he
born the son of a millionaire. His father, who was Lord Mayor
of London and Member of Parliament, for the City, derived
an enormous forfune from vast estates in Jamaica. Tt was this
wealthy and powerful nabob who had purchased the estate of
Fonthill, set among rolling downs near Shaftesbury, and who
had erected the luxurious mansion where William Beckford

passed his childhood,

But in nothing was the influence of destiny on Beckford
=0 potent, as in that curious temperament, that character and
those versatile artistic gifts, with which it had endowed him.
His godfather the Great Earl of Chatham described him as
a child as wcompounded of the elements of air and fire.n Instead
of showing an interest in fox-hunting or rat-catching like any
normal English boy brought wp in the country, he showed
from the earliest age an abnormal partiality for fantastic orien-
tal tales, a taste in which he was stimulated by his drawing-
-master, the painter Alexander Cozens, a somewhat sinister
figure who had resided at the court of St. Petersburg. He was
susceptible to an extraordinary degree to the influences not
only of literature, painting and music. but to the beauties of
natural scenery, nowhere more beautiful than in the luxuriant
woods and broad park-lands of Fonthill, which the lonely child
peopled with the bizarre fantoms of his imagination. His ima-
gination was as wild and vivid as his capacitiy for absorbing

impressions from natural surroundings was sensitive. Moreover
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be was gifted with gifted artistic talents of no ordinary sort, The
youthful Mozart was hired to teach him music, and the tender
pupil promptly composed an air which Mozart in after years
nserted into the Marriage of Figaro, the celebrated air «Non
piu andrain. But above all, he gave evidence in hiz earliest
letters, many of which were addressed to Cozens, of a ‘%h'iki'l.”
mastery of language, i

The boy’s passion for tales of oriental magic, his strange
]?ve of solitude, his fits of reverie and the vivacity of his ima-
glnatlon, began to cause anxiety in Beckford’s amily, Since
his father’s death, which occurred when William was still a
r:h'.[dl, he had been brought up by his mother, a woman of con-
ventional views, a grand-danghter of the Sixtl Earl of Abercorn
She was assisted in her duties by a committee of no less con.
ventional minded aunts, cousinsg and trustees of the Beckford
nn!l_u:-n?.. All these people had made up their minds from the
lfregjnll{ng that William must follow the ysyal path of public
life which his vast wealth, his connections with the aristocracy
on his mother's side, the patronage of Lord Chatham and the
political record of his father would combine to render smooth
and easy. But of what possible use as preparation for the House
of Commons Was a craze for singing Italian songs, dreaming
1 solitude or poring over the wArabian Nightse? The family in
v:u:::nclawfe decided that the boy must be sent to study abgoad
with his tutor Mr, Lettice, and consequently in the autumn of
1777 the two set off for Geneva.

Thus at this early date in Beckford's life — when he is sp.
venteen years of age — a sharp conflict between his imagina-
tive and artistic temperament on the one hand and the hum-
~drum, Practical, essentially worldly outlook of his family and
his guardians on the other, is already sharply defined. It is
the key to the conflict that raged round him for the nn‘xt ten
years, until at last, as we shall see, after nerve wracking dispu-
tes and frl{-;!'ltflﬂ family scenes, all connection between the tl:v{:
were cut finally and for ever, leaving Beckford completely
severed from the world, in lonely isolation, a legendary, ca-
lumnied, mysterious, awe-inspiring figure, i

2 P:rom1 the point of view of his guardians, the choice of
ENEva was not a happy one. Its mountain scenery inflamed
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the youth’'s imaginative spirit. The town, once the home of
Rounssean, honsed a coterie of famons intellects, in touch with
the intoxicating ideas of the age, while Beckford's tutor seems
to have given him the same complete Liberty to indulge his in-
satiable curiosity for Arabian and Indian literature in Geneva
as he had enjoyed at Fonthill. When not poring over theze tales,
he would be roaming the mountain-side, and already in his
letters we catch the authentic romantic note. «How should T
delightn began one of his epistles to Cozens, uto wander with
you thro' remate forests and pitch our tents by moonlight in a
wilderness.n «On the summit of a lofty mountainw, he wrote
in another, «I gaze at an assemblage of substantial vapours
which hover above, beneath and around me... I have heen
steeped in these sensations which arize {from contemplation of
the great objects of nature... I will indulge the melancholy that
has seized me and walk in the dusk of the twilight on the shore
of the Lake.n He began to wiite a story of his own, which he
sent by mail to Cozens in instalments. In this first essay at
literature we read how Moisasour the Brahmin places him in the
care of two spirits named Malich and Terminga who lead him
to strange lands and to the mouth of a glittering grotto where
they reveal the Eternal Records of Truth. He wrote 23,000

words of this almost delirious deaming before breaking off the’

narrative in the midst of onc of its most thrilling episodes.

Alarmed by the tone of his letters, Beckford's mother cames
out to Switzerland and, in Nevember 1778, took him back to
England to attempt to cure his artistic propensities by a Lon-
don season and a round of country-house visits, But already the
youth was in revolt. His portraits show him with a remarkably
firm chin , and there is no doubt that he possessed an obstinate
will of his own. His character never altered : it only grew more
vivid as time passed. And it is worth noting that if there was
one place more romantically infectious than Geneva in 1778, it
was England itself. For there, as Chapman remarks, the ro-
mantic dawn into which Beckford had been born was now be-
ginning to suffuse the landscape. An Elegy in a Country Chur-
chyard had already ron through many editions, and the age
of «gentle melancholy» had set in. Graveyards, Night Thoughts
and Solitary Contemplation were beginning to be acompanied
by all the accoutrements, the theatrical properties of Roman-
ticism : — Wan Despair, the Castled Cliff, the Knight in
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Armour, Deep-vaulted tombs, Ivy Bowers, Hermits, Bards
and Crosaders, Moreover the woods of Fonthill were a décor
scarcely less inducive to romantic reverie than the precipices
of the Alps.

Soon Beckford was again bombarding Cozens with his
rthapsodies. The great hall at Fonthill had in the process of his
dreaming become transformed into the temples of Egypt. «Must
I give up all hope of seeing you this winter in the Hall of the
Pyramid? he wrote. o1 cannot — [ will not, Think how we
should exult at finding ourselves in arched chambers,
glowing with yellow light — amid wvases formed in another
hemisphere — and cabalistic mirrors where futurity is unveiled.n
At this time he found a new correspondent in his cousin by
marriage Lounisa Feckford. a fashionable and somewhat hyste-
rical young woman who fell violently in love with him and
applaunded his epistolary extravagances.

His family could de nothing with him. In despair, they
came to the conclusion that before celebrating his coming of
age he had better follow the established custom among youths
of his wealth and position and do the Grand Tour. In June
1780, therefore, he set off once again with Lettice, both armed
with a wedge of sketchbooks and notebocks, and, acompanied
by a large suite of servants, crossed by ship to Ostende, Thence
the caravan of the young millionaire travelled to Antwerp,
Dusseldorf, Coblenz, Augsburg and Munich ; Beckford’s im-
paticnce to reach Italy, the bright goal of all their journey,
growing every day more acute. At last the Alps were reached
and crossed. Italy with all its débris des siécles lay at last
before the feet of the ardent pilgrim. He stayed in Venice, in
Lucca, in Florence and in Rome : and at last reached Naples,
where he was made welcome by his kinsman Sir William Ha-
milton, the British envoy at the Neapolitan Court, and by the
first Lady Hamilton, the predecessor of the famous Emma,

Throughout his wanderings, Beckford filled page after page
of his notebook with the glowing descriptions which aflerwards
provided material for the first volume of his « Travel Diariesn.
That book, which was published more than forty years after-
wards, nearly at the end of his life, was undoubtedly corrected,
expurgated and embellished with meticulous care by its author
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before being surrendered to the printers : Nevertheless the des-
cription of his adventures and impressions was substantially
what he had written at the time he experienced them, and
bears witness to the precocious perfection of hiz stvle. Take,
for instance, his description of Saint Peter's : — «I knew not
where I was, or to what scene transported, A sacred twilight
concealed the extremities of the structure... The perfume of
incense was not yet entirely dissipated, No human being stirred.
I heard a door close with the sound of thunder, and thought I
distinguished some faint whisperings, but am ignorant whenes
they came. Several hundred lamps twinkled round the high
altar, quite lost in the immensity of the pile. No other light
disturbed my reveries but the dying glow still visible through
the western windows. Imagine how I felt upon finding myself
alone in this vast temple at so late an hour. Do you think I
quitted it without some revelation?»

If we are tempted to believe that these sonorous periods
are the result of subsequent laborious touching-up, we have
only to glance at the passionate letters which he addressed from
onte Ifalian palace or another to Cozens, to Louisa Beckford or,
after he left Naples, to his new-found friend Lady Hamilton.
«L am thinner and lighter than evers, he wrote to Lady Ha-
milton from Northern Italy, sand perhaps the winds will whisk
me away as | course the Adriatic towards Riminin «Let us
meet,n he wrote on another occasion to Louisa, in a phrase
which is the epitome of the romantic spirit, «Let us meet some
night when the moon is in eclipse and nature in alarm.»

And note the subject matter of his descriptions, o purely
romantic in type that did we not know their author we might
guess they were the cffusions of some romanticist of half a cen-
tury later. «Just now the sun set, and the cliffs of Cajeta were
glowing with ruddy light .Next instant Mount Circello presented
itself and the moon gleamed upon the tranquil waters. A minute
after all was darkness and gloom. Sometimes T heard the roar
of distant waves, and sometimes strange undetermined sounds
which seemed to issue from the mountains.»

.. But his forbidding family circle, his coming of age festi-
vities, his future parliamentary duties, were awaiting Beckford
in England. His courage sank when he thought of them, Al-
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ready he felt his incapacity to play the worldly réle expected
of him. «I fear I shall never be — good for anything in this
world,» he wrote fo Lady Hamilton from Paris, wbut compo-
sing airs, building towers, collecting old Japan and writing a
journey to China or the moonn.w It was a prophetic confession.

Nothing could have been more impressive, more popular
or maore sdcecessful, than the coming of age at Fonthill in Sep-
tember. Three hundred persons =at down to dinner. Twelve
thousand people of lesser rank were entertained on the lawns.
There were bonfires, and rockets, and beacons, and illuminated
set-pieces, But already the hero of these fétes had fallen under
the evil spell of his cousin Louisa, and was pouring his heart
out to her in interminable letters breathing his restlessness and
eniul, Encouraged by her sympathy, he now decided to stage
another party at Fonthill at Christmas — but a party arranged
according to his own reckless whim and fancy. Why not? He
was of age. He was his own master, and the wealth of Croesus
was at his command.

The houseparty at Fonthill that Christmas, 1781, is one of
the turning points in Beckford’s life. When he was near his
death it still warmed his memory and he jotted down on the
flyleaves of one of his books his recollections of those intoxicating
days. The artist Loutherbourg, scene-painter to Drury Lane
Theatre, was commissioned to transform the interior of Fonthill
House into a labyrinth of fantastic grottos. The gilded roofs of
the vaulted saloons were obscured by the vapour of incense
placed low on the silken carpets in porcelain salvers, A profu-
sion of rare and exotic blooms scented the air, The most cele-
brated singers in Europe — Pacchierotti, Tenducei and Ranzzi-
ni — sometimes concealed in the mysterious vistas of the corri-
dors, sang for the delight of the guests, who for three days and
nights wandered inside the house, every window of which was
barred, in a scene of voluptuous Iuxury excelling the most ex-
travangant visions of Eastern story-tellers, And who were the
guests? There were the two daughters of the Earl of Dunmo-
re ; there was Louisa Beckford, her sister Harriett and a noto-
rious beauty of the time called Mrs. Musters. Besides these
women of fashion, some of whom certainly cannot be described
as having belonged to the age of innocence, there was the si-
nister Cozens, and a group of children : the two sons of the
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The Byronic hero was soon to become the central theme of
poetry and literature all over Europe. Poets deliberately
assumed the Byronic pose. Overpowered by consciousness of
the helplessness of puny mortals, in face of the great forces of
nature, and imagining themselves the unhappy victims of their
temperament and environment, exile and the weariness of li-
ving became the inevitable features of their existence, In order
to write poetry, it was considered absolutely necessary to have
suffered. «They know how useful passion is for publication,n
it was said of them. «Nowadays a broken heart will run to se-
veral editions,» But when these pocls sought inspiration in
Byron, they were equally imitating Beckford. If any further
proof is needed of the complete identification of Beckford’s per-
sonality and manner of life with Romanticism, we have only
to recall a poem written by one of the greatest of all the Ro-
mantics, namely, the Nuit de Décembre of Alfred de Mussel.
It is simply Beckfordism translated into French.

uLorzque plug tard, las de souffrir
Pour repaitre ou pour en finir
Jai voulu m’exiler de France :
Lorsqu'impatient de marcher
J'ai voulu partir et chercher

Les vestiges d'une espérance,

A Pise, au pied de 1" Appenin;

A Cologne, en face du Rhin ;

A Nice, au penchant des vallées;
A Florence, au fond des palais

A DBrignes, dans lez vieux chalets
Au sein des Alpes désolées.n

and so on.

It 3= worth noting, too, how Beckford set an example to
the Romantic poets in the fact that the circumstances of his life
resulted in the legend that grew up round his name being re-
garded as no less an important feature of his life than his books.
This is exactly the case with Byron. And we see a wave of
later Romantic poets who meddled in pelitics, or drank them-
selves to death with absinthe, or went to prison. «l put my ta-
lents into my bookss, cried the last of England’s products of

e
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this type, sand my genius into my life.n They identified their
own lives with the books they wrote. Byron iz indissolubly
identified with Childe Harold. But before Byron’s fame dawned,
Beckford had already identified himself with Vathek which be-
came indeed a nick-name to him.

There is however this difference between Beckford and
the romantic men of letters that came after him; the identifi-
cation between himself and his legend was not deliberate. It
was not an identification artificially made, Beckford had far
too much gusto for life to allow bis vicissitudes to crugh him.
The mode of life he adopted after his wife's death was not a
pose. It was diclated by hiz determination to live the life that
best suited him and to prevent his enemies having any power
to interfere with him. He was not, in short, a posenr, and it is
this fact which makes him so much more attractive a figure
than his successors among the romantic writers,

Beckford's exile from England lasted ten years, from 1986
to 1796. His first visit to Portugal — he paid two if not three
visits during this period — took place in the vear immediately
after his wife's death, that is to say, in 1984, He arrived in the
Tagus accompanied by a suite of eighty servants, including a
French chef, an English gardener, postillions, couriers, outri-
ders, grooms and a band of musicians. When he zet foot in
Lisbon he was in a state of grievous nervous prostration and it
was the kindness he met with at the hands of the Portuguess,
especially the old Marquis of Marialva and the Queen’s first Mi-
nister, the Grand Inguisitor San Caetano, that restored his vita-
lity and reconciled him to his severance from English society,
to the disappeointment of political ambitions which had come to
him only when it was too late for them ever to be realised, and
to the senze of disgrace which he felt at having been refused the
peerage to which his great wealth should have entitled him. The
second volume of his Travel Diaries mostly concern Portugal,
and his description of Lisbon and Cintra are amongst the most
brilliant and enduring things that he ever wrote. The letters
from Italy are not withont their shafts of humour, but in his
letters from Portugal they are =0 frequent and so lighthearted,
that it is evident they could only have been penned by a happy
person. Their prose, as prose, is excelled in none other of his
writings. The splendid household of the Marialvas, the music of
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the Royal Chapel whose choir, according to so refined a critic
as Beckford himself, was the finest in Europe ; the sumptuous
masses st to the music of Jomelli; the languorous fados echoing
at night through the picturesque alleys, the romantic scenery
of Cintra and the halcyon climate — all was in harmony with
Backford's mood. Moreover, he had always felt an especial re-
verence for the cult of Saint Anthony, and in Portugal he found
the entire population wers Saint Anthony’s votanes.

The time at my disposal this evening does not permit me
to make lengthy quotations from the inimitable deseriptions of
Portugal and Portuguese society which the Travel Dianes
contain. I recommend the book to all who are present here this
evening, and will confine myself to quoting, as an example of
Beckford's powers of deseription, a short passage skeiching
the procession of the Corpo de Deus which he witnessed from
a window of the Cathedral., «The procession slowly descended
athe flights of stairs to the sound of choirs and the distant
uthunider of artillery, lost itself in a winding street decorated
awith embroidered hangings, and left me with my senses in a
wwhirl, and my eyes dazzled, as if at this wakened from a Vi
usion of celestial splendour... My head swims at this moment,
«and my ears tingle with a confusion of sounds, bells, voices,
wand the echoes of cannon, prolonged by mountains and wafted
over waters.»

His descriptions of Cintra, where he resided during the
heat of the summer at Ramalhfio, lent him by the noble family
of Street-Arriaga da Cunha, are no less vivid, The fair at San
Pedro, the Cork Convent, Penha Verde, Collares and the
Praia da Drages, form the background to a whole series of bri-
lliant character sketches of the courtiers and priests who mowved
in his train; the old Count of San Lourengo whose «prodigions
memory and warm imagination were rendered still more glo-
wing by a slight touch of madness.» The Grand Prior and Mr.
Street, «the latter abusing Kings, Queens and princes with all
his might and roaring after liberty and independence; the for-
mer complaining of fogs and damps;» the Duke of Lafdes co-
vered in rouge and patches, who uthough he has seen seventy
winters contrived to turn on his heel and glide about with juve-
nile agility;» the young Dom Pedro de Marizlva and the Marquis
de Tancos, always ready to accompany Beckford for a wild
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gallop on horseback over the hills. All that he saw delighted
hirn. Does not the following passage, written to dezcribe o mor-
ning spent at Collares, define the nostalgia which Portugal has
inspired in many hearts besides Beckford's: «There was this
maorning a mild radiance in the sunbeams, and a balsamic se-
renity in the air, which infused that voluptuous listlessness,
that desire of remaining imparadised in one delightful spet,
which, in classical fictions, was supposed to render those who
had tasted the lotus forgetful of country, of friends and of
every tie. My feelings were not dissimilar. T loathed the idea
of moving away.n

That Beckford had fallen in love with Portugal is proved
by the fact that he made what in those days was a long and
monsotonons journey to return to it on one, if not two, subse-
quent occasions. On one of these later visits he rented Mont-
serrate from the English merchant Gerard de Visme, Years
afterwards, in old age, he used to feel sandades for what he
described as the «Claude-like beauty of the sites. In 1796 he
paid his famous visit to the monasteries of Alcobaca and Ba-
tatha.

We must now pass to another chapter in Beckford's life,
the period of his residence in England. It was on his retorn
from Portugal in this year 1466 that Beckford, who had now
decided to reside in proud solitude at Fonthill, conceived a pro-
ject to build in his park a chapel in the Gothic style to be dedi-
cated to his favourite Saint Anthony. The plan was no sconer
born than it developed into a plan for a costly mansion to re-
place the classic house built by his father the Lord Mayor. Sir
James Watt, the fashionable architect, who is caricatured in
Disraeli’s «The Young Dukes under the name of Sir Carte
Blanche, was commiszsioned to draw up plans. which were to be
on a vast, indeed a staggering scale, Tven the Emperor Charles
Quint did not prepare his retivemnent from the world with more
elaborate care than «England’s wealthiest sonn, Beckford began
by laying out anew his park and grounds. More than a million
new trees were bought and planted. A winding ride of thirty
miles was driven through the Fonthill woods. A wall twelve
feet high was commanded to encircle the whole estate, to the
discomtiture of inguisitive neighbours and fox-hunters, Then,
on the crest of a green hill that crowned the park, the pinnacles
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and towers of the Abbey began to rise in silhouette against the

sky, amazing the whole country, and exciting the amused

comments of the Londen press.

To picture what Fonthill Abbey looked like, we must ima-
gine Salisbury Cathedral or, better still, 5t. Pancras Railway
Station transported on to the top of the Wiltshire downs, By
the beginning of 1797, such was the speed with which the work
was pushed forward, the new house was already habitable. It
was built in the form of a cress, in the centre of which rose a
gigantic tower, containing the famous cctagon room, itself ar-
ching to a hundred and twenty-eight feet. From this central
point the wings extended, leading to halls, cloisters, passages,
galleries and lesser towers. One gallery was 185 feet in length.
The chape! was 66 feet in diameter and 7z feet high.

Beckford's appetite for building was whetted rather than
satisfied by sceing his architectural dreams realised before his
eyes. Such was the haste with which the walls of the Abbey
were raised, that its foundations proved to be dangerously inse-
cure. On a wild night in 1800 the great tower collapsed with
a noise like thunder. Beckford was undismayed. Indeed, he
enjoyed the crash .He immediately ordered the construction of
a second tewer even loftier than the first. The second spire was
no less than 300 feet in height, the same height almost to a
foot as the tower of the Roman Catholic Cathedral of Westmins-
ter as it exists today. And work was shortly begun on a fan-
tastic new great hall stretching south from the central chapel
designed to display the armorial bearing of his Abercorn an-
cestors, The building of the abbey went on at varying speed
for 20 years, more than 300 workmen sometimes being simul-
-taneously employed, working by day and night. By night they
worked by torchlight. The whole structure cost £.273.000.

The furnishing of the Abbey was cared for on a similar
scale, The palaces of Europe yielded their costliest treasures for
its decoration, Buhl from Fontainebleaw, immense Chinese jars
presented by the Prince of Brazil, ebony cabinets inlaid with
lapislazuli, designed by Bemini, a Celline vase of Hungarian
topaz, a casket from the Vatican: Gothic statues executed by
Nollekins, Flaxman, Rossi and Westmacott; canvasses of pri-
celess rarity, many bought by Beckford in Paris at the time of
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the French Revolution; the Altieri Claudes, got by stealth out
of Rome, the Catherine Cornaro of Veronese, Raphael’s St. Ca-
tharine, Bellini's Doge: and besides this wealth of masterpieces,
a library rivalling the most celebrated collections of the Re-
naissance. Hiz books alone were sold after his death for
£ 73.000.

But I will not attempt to describe the wonders of Fon-
thill in detail. What is more interesting for us than a catalogue
of works of art is, firstly, the fact that in building the Abbey,
Beckford was under the direct inspiration of Alcobaga and Ba-
talha. Indeed, he refers to it in one letter as umy Portuguess
houses, while in another letter is to be found a reference which
shows that its great hall was designed to imitate the refectory
of Alcobaca. Moreover, the whale colassal undertaking was
botn, as we have note, of his desire to orect a chapel in honour
of Saint Anthony. This was the original small seed out of which
the whole scheme developed, and the chapel containing St
Anthony’s statue remained the central feature of the com.
pleted edifice. It is worth noting, also, that at the great
féte which he gave at Fonthill in 1800 in honour of Lord Nelzon
and Sir William and Lady Hamilton, various Portuguese noble-
men are recorded as having been present, though I have not
been able to ascertain their names. What is evident, however,
is that Beckford was in close touch with Portuguese friends of
his throughout this period of his life. He certainly corresponded
with Dom Pedro de Marialva, and probably with the Marquis
of Tancos and the Prime Minister Caetano also, Where are
these letters now? The interest felt in Beckford's personality
in England today would cause their publication, were they ever
found, to he a first-rate literary sensation.

Secondly, we must note that just as Beckford's misfortunes
and exile in eatly life influenced, through Byron, the whole
literature of the Romantic era, his building of Fonthill set an
example that was followed later, when the Napoleonic wars
were ended, all over England and LEurope. The Abbey set a
fashion. It launched a craze. Thers was, indesd, a builder of
Gothic even before Beekford — Horace Walpcle, But in com-
parison to Fonthill, Strawberry Hill was simply a «Gothic
mousctrap,n as Beckford himself called it. It was Fonthill
which was the real model for the Gothic architecture of the



510

1gth century, It influenced the rebuilding of Windsor Castle;
Belvoir with its enormous terrace; Eastnor with its skyscraper
hall, Ashridge, that most fanciful of all sham-Gothic mansions,
Lowther Castle and the Duke of Westminster's house, Eaton
Hall, in Cheshire. These are only a few among many English
examples, But «Beckfordismn, as Mr. Sacheverell Sitwell re-
marks, cannot be considered complete without drawing attention
to Eisgrub Castle in Moravia, the property of Prince Liechtens-
tein, and above all Neu-Schwanstein and Hohenschwangau,
built by the mad King Ludwig of Bavaria, the patron of Wag-
ner. King Ludwig. indeed, may be regarded as the last
great exponent of the movement that Beckford had inau-
gurated, The parallels betwen their lives are numerons and
striking; but in Ludwig we see the romantic era in its last
late-summer bloom, already on the point of going to seed.
Lastly, reference must be made to the Castle of the Pena at
Cintra, In the Pena we see how the inspiration which Beckford
drew from Portugal found its way back, via Germany, to Par-
tugal again. Thus it is a monument far more appropriale to
Beckford's memory than to the memory of the King of Portu-
gal who was its author, who merely imitated the taste that
the Caliph of Fonthill had originally ereated.

Beckford resided at Fonthill until 1822, that is to say, for
about 2o years. A few intimate friends were the only persons
admitted to his sanctuary. When the Duchess of Gordon forced
herself upon him and came to stay uninvited, he shut himself
up in a lonely tower and refused to see her. After a week the
poor lady had to go away without having gratified her curiosity.
His daily life was of the simplest. He would rise about six,
breakfast at ten, and dine at half past three. After dinner he
would drive or ride in his park. He would spend hours watching
the wild animals he met with on his long rides. The hares and
birds were so tame they would feed from his hand. Indeed, the
entire Fonthill estate was converted by Beckiord into a sort
of bird-sanctuary, and this love of wild nature is another side
of Beckford’s character in which he was fifty if not a hundred
years ahead of his time. He lived in the coarse age portrayed
by Rowlandson and Cruikshank. Yet in his love of nature he
might have been a contemporary of Lord Grey of Falloden.

It looked as if Beckford was destined to live in retirement
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at Fonthill until his death, but in 1822 the fashionable world
was electrified by the news that Fonthill was to be sold. The
fact was that the expenses incurred in the building and fur-
nishing of the Abbey had crippled even Beckford's seemingly
limitless resources, Moreover about 1820 his revenues from Ja-
maica for varions reasons began to fall off.

In 1822, therefore, he removed to Bath, where he bought
himself two houses joined by a bridge in Landsdowne Crescent.
He took with him the rarest of his possessions, and a fortune
reduced to a beggarly f3o,000 a year. A sale took place at
Fonthill which is said to have looked like as Ascot race meeting.

He lived for another eighteen years. Always solitary, he re-
tained his aloofness to the end. His two daughters were ma-
rried, one to the Duke of Hamilton, the other to an army
officer named Orde, a marriage which Beckford considered to
be a mésalliance, cutting her out of his will. He lived alone, with
an imposing retinue of servants. The awed inhabitants of Bath
nsed to see him riding out on his long excursions, wearing a
green coat, and a frill and white neck-cloth, in the eighteenth
century fashion, on his superb grey arab, invariably attended
by a groom and two, if not four, outriders. He still continued
his building and planting but in a manner proportienate to his
reduced fortune. He purchased some two miles of country
behind Landsdowne Terrace, rising to a hill en the top of
which he built another hermitage, surmounted by a tower
some hundred and thirty feet high. It was crowned by a cast-
-iron model of the temple of Lysicrates. In the rooms below
he housed the choicest specimens of his collections. At the base
of the tower he chose a spot for his last resting place, He per-
sonally designed the tomb and used to tend the flowers in the
garden round it. From time to time he went up to London,
attended the Opera, and fought in the sales rooms for pictures
and prints and rare books, For the rest, he edited at last his
Travel Diaries and his Recollections of an Excursion to the
Monasteries of Alcobaca and Batalha, and had the satisfaction
of seeing them published before his death.

A His tower on Landsdowne Hill and his residence in the
Crescent became the favourite subject of local gossip. He was
credited with keeping a herd of dwarfs penned in the gallery
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which joined the twe houses. He was supposzed to conduct
unholy and cxatic rites, to meet the Devil at night, and to sit
down with his dwarfs to banquets of toads. When he died, his
funeral attracted twenty-thousand spectators.

Fonthill Abbey no longer exists, It has vanished like zome
figment of its creator's so fevered dreams, In 1822 it was pur-
chased by a profiteer called Farquahar, but, three years later
the great tower fell during a storm, wrecking half the house.
Beckford is said to have heard the distant echo of the crash
in his house in Bath, and we can imagine him smiling sardoni-
cally at the news. What has survived him is the strange, enig-
matic legend of his life, and his two literary masterpieces —
«Vathekn and the «Travel Diaries.n Some of his finest pictures
are now in the National Gallery A mass of private papers,
which passed on his death into the possession of his son-in-law,
the Duke of Hamilton, and which are now houszd in Edinburgh
University, have attracted the attention of historians, Two
students have of late years written Beckford's biography, and it
may be confidently asserted that his memory will live as long
as the mysteries of human personality continue to fascinate
mankind.

If I may be permitted to close this lecture with a persanal
reminiscence, in October 1941, when the German air attack on
Britain was at its height, I was detained at Bristol for a few
days awaiting an aeroplane to return to Portugal. I drove to
Bath and made a pilgrimage to Beckford's Tower, The view is
magnificent. Westward the eye travels as far as the Bristol
Channel: to the east the Fonthill downs are just wisible on the
sky line. At the base of the tower I found the tomb. I decy-
phered amongst luxuriant ivy the two short incriptions placed
on it by his order. On the one side, some lines from a hymn
he onee wrote at Fonthill;

«...Eternal power!
Grant me through obvious clouds one transient gleam
Of thy bright Essence in my dying hourly

On the other, the last line from «Vathekn:

«...Enjoying humbly the most precions gift of Heaven to
man — hope.»

WILLIAM BECKFORD,

i fris old age, at Bath,
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Unfortunately the garden he laid out has been converted
since his death into a public cemetery, and the rich sarcopha-
gus of the lonely and fastidious Caliph is teday hemmed in by
the graves of Bath tradesmen. The bones of Beckford's Arab
horse, and of his two beloved dogs Tout and Tiny, which he
instructed to be buried close to his own grave, have been
callously removed by the municipal authorities.

So if Beckford's ghost ever stalks the earth, it is probably
not the Landsdowne Cemetery which it wisits on nighls wwhen
the moon is in eclipse and nature in alarm.» «You ask men, he
once wrote, wyou ask me how I spend my time. Generaily
upon the hills, in wild spots where the arbutus flonrishes: from
whence I may catch a glimpse of the distant sea: my horse tied
to a Cypress, and myself cast on the grass, like Paimerion of
(Miva, with a tablet and pencil in my hand, a basket of grapes
by my side, and a crooked stick to shake down the chestnuts.»
But it is permissible for us also to imagine his ghost lingering
at sunset — the hour he loved — not only in the gardens of
Montserrate or the oranges groves of Collares, whence one may
wcatch a glimpse of the distant sea», but in the sun-baked clois-
ters of Batalha or under the great bay tree in the garden of the
Prior of 5t. Vicente's wcheerful residences at Toja, or on the
shady terraces of Ramalhio. For these scenes, these Portugue-
e scenes, were among the few places where in his troubled life
William Beckford's restless spirit found peace.




