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About the Book

1868, and bestselling author Wilkie Collins is hard at work on a new detective novel, The Moonstone. But he is weighed down by a mountain of problems – his own sickness, the death of his mother and, most pressing, the announcement by his live-in mistress that she has tired of his relationship with another woman and intends to marry someone else. His solution is to increase his industrial intake of opium, and write the book T. S. Eliot called the ‘greatest’ English detective novel.


Of Wilkie’s domestic difficulties, not a word to the outside world: indeed, like his great friend Charles Dickens, he took pains to keep secret any detail of his ménage. There’s no doubt that this arrangement was unusual in nineteenth-century England, particularly since Wilkie’s own books focused on uncovering deeply held family secrets. He was the master of the Victorian sensation novel, fiction that left readers on the edge of their seats as mysteries and revelations abounded.


In this colourful investigative study, Andrew Lycett draws Wilkie Collins out from the shadow of his friend and mentor, Charles Dickens. Wilkie is revealed as a brilliant, witty, friendly, contrary and sensual man, deeply committed to his work. Here he is given his rightful place at the centre of the literary, artistic and historical movements of his age.
About the Author

Andrew Lycett has a degree in history from Oxford University. He spent several years as a foreign correspondent, and has been a biographer since the early 1990s. His books include highly praised lives of Ian Fleming, Dylan Thomas, Rudyard Kipling and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and the Royal Geographical Society. He lives in North London.


  ALSO BY ANDREW LYCETT


  Qaddafi and The Libyan Revolution (with David Blundy)


  Ian Fleming


  Rudyard Kipling


  Dylan Thomas: A New Life


  Conan Doyle: The Man Who Created Sherlock Holmes


  Wilkie Collins: A Life of Sensation


  Andrew Lycett
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  REGENCY PRELUDE
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  WILKIE COLLINS WAS a Georgian manqué in a world of earnest Victorians. He was born on 8 January 1824, at a time when Britain was beginning to cast off the frothy excesses of the Regency period and knuckle down to the ‘long’ nineteenth century. Although George IV had been on the throne for almost four years, the playful spirit of his youth survived in London’s new buildings as his capital city continued to expand in competition with Paris. In the process, John Nash’s Regent Street had pushed through the dank slums of the West End to join up with the Adam brothers’ grand Portland Place and open the way to the rural expanses of Marylebone Park, around which a number of elegant stucco terraces bearing Hanoverian names were then being built. (This would soon be called the Regent’s Park,6 while the New Road, just to its south, would become known as the Marylebone Road.)


  These developments confirmed the position of the Duke of Portland’s land as a prime piece of London real estate. For the best part of a century, successive Dukes had been building town houses in grid-like fashion across his holdings in the wider Marylebone area (west of Portland Place, north of Oxford Street and south of New Road). Wilkie was born in the centre of this urban village, at 11 New Cavendish Street, an east–west thoroughfare that incorporated part of the Portland family name.


  He remained close to these roots. Although he later enjoyed visiting France, Italy and other European countries, crossed the Atlantic, and took frequent trips to the English seaside, he always returned to the area in or just outside the bounds of Marylebone. More than most nineteenth-century writers, including Dickens, he was a London man.


  This was the part of town where his grandfather, William, had settled when he arrived from County Wicklow forty years earlier. According to family tradition, the Collinses were originally English but had emigrated to Ireland from Sussex in the wake of William III. One of their ancestors is said to have been Samuel Collins, an anatomist who travelled widely in Europe and took his medical degree in Padua, before becoming one of Charles II’s doctors and later President of the College of Physicians.


  After marrying an Edinburgh woman, William pursued a topsy-turvy career as a writer and picture dealer, working out of a house in Great Titchfield Street (another Portland family name), where the couple had two sons, William and Francis (or Frank), born in 1788 and 1790 respectively.


  The elder William was a sociable man with wide-ranging, often radical, enthusiasms. Around the time his sons were born, he still saw a literary future for himself as a writer and editor. In 1787 he put together the New Vocal Miscellany, a collection of unpublished verse, whose tone is boisterous and Hogarthian, as in ‘The Kept Miss’, a song about a courtesan called Sally, which starts:


  
    See the Park throng’d with coaches – the Nobles all run


    To view the dear Angel! Her ruin’s begun;


    Princes, Dukes, Lords, and Bankers are first in her train,


    In raptures they ogle – as yet but in vain...

  


  After a special admirer tires of her, she throws herself into pleasure: ‘Wherever the Ton goes she’s sure to resort.’ Soon reduced to earning her living on the streets, it is not long before ‘worn with disease’ she ‘crawls’ to the Lock Hospital for sufferers of venereal disease.


  Six years later, at the height of the French Revolution, William wrote ‘The Slave Trade’, a pamphlet poem attacking the global trafficking of humans. His brother James would take its message to heart: after becoming a priest, he joined the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and was posted to the old slaving ‘grand emporium’ Cape Coast Castle, in modern Ghana. William’s son, also called William, described this as a ‘lucrative’ appointment,7 but expressed ‘great agitation’ in a letter to a friend about the ‘considerable risk’ involved. It was a valid concern, since James died within a couple of years of taking up his post, and his son Francis, who worked as an assistant teacher of native children, suffered the same fate.


  However, William Collins Senior was not cut out to be a penitent or a missionary. In his other occupation as a rackety picture dealer, he befriended local artists, including the hard-drinking, debt-ridden George Morland, about whom he wrote some reminiscences which appeared as the second of the three volumes in his Memoirs of a Picture, published in 1805.


  In the cut-throat Georgian art market there were inevitably charlatans, who faked works and duped their customers. This book, later described by the author’s grandson Wilkie as a ‘Shandean profusion of...digressions and ancecdotes’,8 related the picaresque progress of a painting by the ‘immortal Guido’ (Guido Reni) as it passed through a succession of dealers and forgers. One of its underlying themes was the changing nature of the artistic profession: no longer was it necessary to have an influential patron. Morland, who specialised in rustic and moralising genre scenes, showed it was possible to make a living by selling his output directly to customers. Dealers such as William Collins Senior helped facilitate this, publishing and selling art at different stages of production, from canvases to engravings and prints.


  Morland, the old roué, clearly provided good copy because there were at least three further biographies of him in the next two years. Half a century later Wilkie Collins followed suit, using this same colourful background for an equally opportunistic novella, A Rogue’s Life. As his vocation as an author would show, he drew his own lessons from this material – creative works, whether painted or written, were commodities that required marketing and protecting from exploitation.


  One of William Collins’s sons, Frank, saw enough of a future in the family business to follow his father as a print dealer. The other, William Junior, preferred the more high-minded tradition of painting, and was no doubt influenced by the artists he met at the Collins family houses in Great Titchfield Street and then in nearby Great Portland Street. While still in his teens, he decided to enroll at the Royal Academy Schools, whose job of nurturing new artistic talent had been one of the two declared aims of the founders of the Academy in 1768 (the other being the holding of annual exhibitions to promote their own work).


  The Schools still emphasised the skills of copying rather than self-expression, preparing their pupils for a market that favoured neo-classical and historical works of art. Young William sat through lessons in anatomy from Sir Anthony Carlisle, a surgeon who would illustrate his talks by bringing in muscular models, including Indian jugglers. William also experienced the eclecticism of the remarkable Swiss-born professor of painting Henry Fuseli, whose love of dramatic effect prefigured the Romantic movement.


  Eschewing, as he put it, any desire to rush ‘into rivalry with Michel Angelo’, William turned his talents to landscapes and other genre pictures, though, in keeping with evolving taste, he often added significant narrative threads to his paintings;9 in other words, he made them tell a story. In this respect, he drew on his experience as the son of a dealer, investing his carefully crafted paintings with the immediacy of the great English caricatures found in his father’s print shop.


  His first real success came in 1812, the year of his father’s death, when his painting Disposal of a Favourite Lamb sold for 140 guineas. Wilkie later described this work as having ‘simple yet impressive pathos’10 (others might describe it as sentimentality). It proved popular: one small engraving went through 15,000 impressions, and so helped keep the now fatherless Collins family solvent.


  Two years later William met Harriet Geddes, the woman who would become his wife. Short, dark-haired and pleasant-featured (rather than beautiful), she hailed from a different Regency background, one familiar to readers of Jane Austen. Her family were respectable country folk, borderline gentry, usually pressed for money and constrained by social convention, but nevertheless eager to make their mark in the post-Napoleonic world. She was the eldest of six children of Captain Alexander Geddes, a retired infantry officer of Scottish origin, and another Harriet (née Easton), whose family had been prominent traders in the cathedral city of Salisbury. Born in Worcestershire towards the end of her father’s military career, the younger Harriet was brought up in Alderbury, a village six miles outside Salisbury.


  As she chronicled in an unpublished memoir,11 written ostensibly as fiction but following closely the course of her early life, Harriet Geddes looked back on her upbringing in Wiltshire with a mixture of affection and frustration. Her easy-going father rented a cottage and smallholding from the Earl of Radnor, owner of nearby Longford Castle. Owing to his army background, he was socially acceptable enough to mix with the local elite, both in country drawing rooms and within ‘the Close’ (the secluded world of high-minded clerics associated with the Cathedral). He survived on a tiny inheritance, but was always looking forward to gaining a substantial capital sum from a lawsuit in Edinburgh. When the case finally reached court, he received considerably less than he had hoped, and this dwindled to nothing after he entrusted the proceeds to a couple of dubious stockbrokers. His financial difficulties were exacerbated since five of his six children were girls, who needed furnishing with attractive dowries.


  Harriet settled into a joyless round of provincial balls at a time when eligible army officers were notably absent on campaigns abroad. Always keen on the theatre (her favourite play was Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer), she toyed with becoming an actress and was offered a position at the Theatre Royal in fashionable Bath. But her mother was opposed to her taking a job that was at the time equated with loose living and even prostitution, so Harriet reluctantly agreed to receive training from a family friend with a view to becoming a governess. This friend converted her to Evangelicalism, the popular strain of Protestantism that combined Biblical fundamentalism with aspirations to social improvement.


  Eventually Harriet found a teaching job in London, where her younger sister Margaret, who had also been forced to earn a living, was already enjoying considerable success as a painter. Margaret had shown such talent from an early age that the Earl of Radnor had allowed her to copy pictures from his excellent art collection and introduced her to sitters. After deciding to pursue her studies in the capital, Margaret was initially offered help by one of her father’s less scrupulous stockbrokers, who promised to present her to the leading portrait painter, Sir Thomas Lawrence. When that arrangement fell through, the generous Earl again stepped in with an offer to finance a further year in London for her to test the market and find her professional feet.


  Margaret duly prospered, exhibiting at both the Royal Academy and the Royal Institution. In the bitterly cold winter of 1814, she was visited in her lodgings in Mortimer Street (at the heart of the Portland estate) by Harriet, who was about to take up employment at a small nearby school run by a Frenchwoman. Margaret introduced her sister to a circle of young painters, including William Collins, who was also starting to make his way in the art world.


  In her memoir, Harriet tells how she had heard so much about Collins from Margaret that she was rather disappointed by the pale figure with ‘very refined and regular’ features when she eventually met him at a ball. Nonetheless, there must have been a powerful mutual attraction because he subsequently invited her to meet his mother and brother, to whom he was close. He also asked her to accompany him to the hay fields of Hendon, a popular day’s outing from London. However, William was almost as penniless as Harriet. His father had died encumbered with debts, so William and his family were forced to rent out half their house (thus saving sixty guineas a year) and sell practically everything they owned: at one stage a friend found them eating off a box in place of a table.


  William only survived because of the generosity of his first patron, Sir Thomas Freeman-Heathcote. Still responsible for his recently widowed mother, he did not feel financially secure enough to offer Harriet his hand in marriage. When his son Wilkie touched on this matter in his first book, a biography of his father (written with a sense of filial obligation in 1848, when he was twenty-four), he hinted at his own aversion to the social conventions of marriage when he commented that William ‘honourably shrunk from the responsibility of fettering a young girl with the anxieties and disappointments of that most weary of social ordeals, “a long engagement”’.12


  Harriet had little option but to return home to the country and make the most of any positions she might obtain as a governess, while William, having pledged ‘to abstain from any compliance with desires calculated to weaken my faculties’,13 set about expanding his professional contacts and his range of subject matter. After being made an Associate of the Royal Academy in late 1814, he teamed up the following year with James Stark, another of the artists whom Harriet had met through her sister in London, for a trip to the Norfolk coast, close to Stark’s home in Norwich. As a result, British seascapes became part of William’s repertoire (one of them being snapped up by the Prince of Wales for 150 guineas three years later).


  The Collins family finances now began to improve and they were able to move into a larger house, 11 New Cavendish Street. In 1817, William visited Paris, where he hoped to hone his skills by studying the masterpieces in the Louvre. He was accompanied by Washington Allston and Charles Leslie, two like-minded American artists, whom he had welcomed into his family. The Harvard-educated Allston, sometimes known as the American Titian, was a more overtly Romantic painter. He was also a deep thinker who liked to engage in philosophical debate with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whom he had befriended in Rome a decade earlier. After returning to Boston in 1818, Allston wrote regularly to William, praising his talents and telling him how on one occasion he had been dreaming of London and of sitting ‘opposite to each other by the fireside, with your good Mother & Frank and Leslie between us’.14


  By then, William’s output was becoming sought after. He had several aristocratic clients, including Lord Liverpool and the Duke of Newcastle, whose country houses he would visit for lengthy periods of artistic endeavour. When not working on coastal or rural genre subjects, he busied himself with money-spinning portraits – to the dismay of some fellow painters, such as Benjamin Haydon, who felt that true art was to be found in grand historical subjects rather than mundane likenesses of individuals. Despite Allston’s influence, William’s sensitive, painstaking style remained conservative and Academic; he was aware of, but by no means eager to emulate, the searing Romanticism of contemporaries such as J.M.W. Turner.


  He was supported in this approach by Sir George Beaumont, a dilettante and collector who preferred no-nonsense naturalists such as Collins over the more innovative Turner, Constable and Blake. In 1818, William accepted Beaumont’s invitation to experience the beauty of Cumberland, where he met William Wordsworth and his circle of friends, including Robert Southey. William enjoyed tramping over the Lakeland hills with Wordsworth, hearing the ‘poetical associations connected with the scenes’.16 However, he found himself at the centre of a literary dispute when he painted Coleridge’s fifteen-year-old daughter Sara as ‘The Highland Girl’ of Wordsworth’s poem. At that time Wordsworth had fallen out with Coleridge and did not think Sara a suitable model. But Coleridge was delighted: owing to his estrangement from his wife and from Wordsworth, he had not seen his daughter for six years, so when his friend Washington Allston’s pupil Charles Leslie brought the canvas to him in Highgate, he was not even certain of the identity of ‘the most beautiful Fancy-figure I ever saw’.15


  When Coleridge discovered who it was, he sent William a letter of thanks for the ‘exquisite picture [which]...has quite haunted my eye ever since’, and which he kept above his desk for the rest of his life. He also enclosed a couple of tickets to one of his forthcoming lectures. It was the start of a warm and productive period of friendship between the philosopher-poet and the artist. The portrait was highly praised when exhibited at the Royal Academy in London, helping William gain election as a full Academician two years later.17


  For a traditionalist such as William this was recognition indeed. In May 1821, Allston wrote encouragingly to him from the United States, ‘Sommerset [sic] House [the headquarters of the Royal Academy] I suppose is now in its glory, and you shining away there amongst the stars of the first magnitude: Turner, like the Great Bear, turning the lesser lights around him into utter darkness – and [David] Wilkie, like a Chaldean Magician, conjuring sentiment out of pots and kettles...& Leslie winning the hearts of the ladies by his spells of grace and beauty.’18


  The Academy may have been in its glory, but it was also the battleground of artistic cliques, with some painters, such as Haydon and Constable, feeling a real sense of grievance about the privilege and patronage associated with the place. In this tainted atmosphere William found a soulmate in David Wilkie, a contemporary at the Royal Academy Schools, who mixed psychologically astute portraiture with historical naturalism. Despite Wilkie’s diffident manner, which did not always endear him to others, the two men became friends.


  At short notice they travelled together to Edinburgh in August 1822 to record George IV’s visit to Scotland – the first ever by a reigning British monarch. Determined that his progress through his northern kingdom should be marked with suitable pageantry, the King, who was known for his love of ostentation, took advice from Sir Walter Scott, who suggested that he should wear full Scottish regalia, including a kilt, which for many years in the previous century had been banned as a symbol of Jacobitism. As a strong monarchist with a docile dog called ‘Prinny’ (the King’s nickname), William Collins was ideally suited to record this great event. Although it was long thought that he had failed to complete any substantial work, an oil painting by him, titled The Landing of George IV at Leith, emerged as recently as 2004 in an auction at Bonhams.
  
  But he failed to produce the work of historical art he had wanted, and his propagandist project never proceeded beyond a few sketches.


  One reason was that William’s mind was elsewhere. Over the years he had seen Harriet Geddes a few more times when she visited her sister Margaret. The latter’s career continued to flourish, even after her marriage in 1817 to William Hookham Carpenter, the son of a prosperous Old Bond Street bookseller, print publisher and art dealer, and the birth of four (eventually eight) children.


  However, it was not until January 1822 that William and Harriet’s romance was rekindled, as a result of a chance meeting in Piccadilly and later a party where she taught him to dance the quadrille. After he invited her to the theatre to see a show by the ‘personator’ (impressionist) Charles Mathews, said to be the inspiration for Dickens’s Alfred Jingle in The Pickwick Papers, she became separated from her chaperone – her brother-in-law William Carpenter – and, as she recalled, ‘I soon found my hand in his, and when I gently tried to withdraw it, a whisper asked me to let him retain it. From that time I knew nothing of Mathews. In vain he sang, danced, changed into seven people at once etc. etc. I was as one blind and deaf to all but one...’


  With marriage now on the agenda, Harriet felt compelled to tell William that her prospects, as a governess, were rather different from her successful artist sister’s. He did not mind this, but made clear that he too was constrained by domestic problems: his mother, who was still dependent on him, was concerned that her high-flying son should marry such a lowly and inconsequential figure. Harriet brushed any objections aside, declaring she would be happy to live with the Collins family in their house in New Cavendish Street. A tentative date for the wedding was set in August. But when William received notice that he was required in Scotland for the royal visit, they agreed to postpone their nuptials.


  Once the King’s visit was over, William contacted Harriet, saying he had made arrangements for her to travel to Leith on the steamer James Watt. He pointed out that marriage in Scotland was much easier than in England.


  Harriet duly followed William’s instructions, which led her, after a two-night passage on the North Sea, to the Edinburgh house of his friends, the sculptor Samuel Joseph and his wife. On 16 September 1822 they were married in the English Episcopal Church, a ceremony attended only by the Josephs and one other friend of Harriet’s. The minister who officiated was Dr Archibald Allison, a beacon of the Scottish Enlightenment and a celebrated essayist, who refused to accept a fee because William had the same name as the eighteenth-century poet.


  After a short honeymoon on an island in the Firth of Forth, the newly-weds were back in London before the month was out. It was all something of a surprise to their friends. Even though David Wilkie had been in Edinburgh with William a few weeks earlier, he had known nothing of the impending marriage. He commented to his sister that the couple had been ‘sighing for years, till they could sigh no longer...She seems a nice woman, not particularly handsome, but accomplished and intelligent, and I dare say much attracted to him.’19 She needed to be, because Harriet and her new husband were about to start married life in New Cavendish Street, in the company of old Mrs Collins and her younger son Frank.


  2


  EARLY YEARS AND TRAVELS
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  WILKIE COLLINS’S BIRTH in Marylebone on Thursday 8 January 1824 coincided with an event thirty miles away. The previous day, the assizes in Hertford reached a verdict in the trial of John Thurtell, who was accused of the notorious Radlett murder, and Britain’s newspapers were determined to record every last gory detail. Little more than two months earlier, an investigation by the Bow Street Runners had led to the arrest of Thurtell, a shady promoter of illegal prizefighting, who was charged with the gruesome killing of a London solicitor in a lane in Radlett, Hertfordshire. Thurtell’s trial for this murder over a gambling debt started on 6 January. By the end of the following day it was all over; in sentencing Thurtell to be hanged, the judge declared that he was satisfied with the accused man’s guilt ‘as if he had seen him commit the crime with his mortal eyes’.


  On 8 January, newspapers overflowed with news of the verdict. The Morning Chronicle devoted three of its four pages to the trial, and The Times three of its eight pages, plus an editorial. Other print media eagerly followed suit; indeed, in many respects they led the way. Since labourers and servant girls could not afford newspapers, whose prices were kept artificially high by swingeing stamp duties, they devoured a range of cheaper, rougher chapbooks, pamphlets and broadsheets. Operating out of the Seven Dials slums in London’s Covent Garden and selling through hawkers across the realm, James Catnach, one of the most successful printers of such material, is reported to have sold a quarter of a million copies of a pamphlet relating to the Radlett murder in the weeks before the trial, and a further half million of a sequel in the months following the verdict. Crime stories, particularly murder, attracted readers of all classes, and the more lurid the details, the better.


  Thurtell was executed on 9 January, but his name lingered on in people’s memories as the personification of evil. After his body was sent to St Bartholomew’s Hospital for dissection, the shape of his head was argued over by practitioners of phrenology, who were keen to demonstrate physical evidence of his debased nature. He became a prize exhibit in the Chamber of Horrors when Madame Tussaud’s wax museum opened in Baker Street the following decade. When the interest in him refused to die, Thackeray described Thurtell as ‘the best friend the penny-a-line men had for many a day’.


  Serious writers were just as fascinated with this killer. Walter Scott visited the site of the Radlett murder. Edward Bulwer-Lytton conjured up20 a version of Thurtell when he needed an assassin in his novel Pelham. And when Wilkie Collins and his friend21 Charles Dickens wrote an account of their visit to the races in Doncaster in 1857, they called on Thurtell and another murderer, William Palmer, the so-called Rugeley poisoner, who had been executed the previous year, for suitable comparisons for the malevolent-looking bookmakers they saw there.


  By then, murder, and crime in general, had become as much a part of the fabric of nineteenth-century existence as fog, omnibuses and seaside holidays. Summoning an unwelcome frisson became an art form and an antidote to the monotony of daily life. And when a new genre of writing, sensation literature, was developed to reflect this demand for edgy material, Wilkie Collins would be found in its vanguard.
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  Since there was no bureaucracy to register births until 1837 (and no statutory requirement before 1875), Wilkie Collins’s arrival in the world in early January 1824 went without official record. It was a home delivery in New Cavendish Street and appears to have been a difficult accouchement since the right side of his forehead had a pronounced bump, which might have been caused by the midwife or obstetrician manipulating the forceps.


  At his baptism six weeks later at the local St Marylebone church, the infant was marked down in the parish register as William Wilkie Collins, reflecting the family’s traditional practice of calling its eldest males William, seemingly in tribute to the Dutch-born Protestant monarch who had quelled the Jacobite rebellion in Ireland. He was given his middle name after his father’s great friend, the Scots artist David Wilkie, who was his godfather. Wilkie was the name by which he was later known, but for the first two decades of his life he was known as Willie or Willy.


  Built in neo-classical style, with an elegant steeple, the church was an imposing symbol of the neighbourhood’s growing significance. Dedicated to St Mary the Virgin, it stood on the New Road looking out over Regent’s Park. Nearby was the ancient Tyburn stream, which wound down from Hampstead to the River Thames (thus the conjoined name Mary-le-bourne or burn, later Marylebone). Although there had been a place of worship there for centuries, this latest building dated only from 1817, when it had been refashioned and greatly expanded by the architect Thomas Hardwick to cater for new parishioners from the Portland estate and other nearby areas stretching to St John’s Wood.


  It had notable artistic connections, represented in the transparency (or picture window), by Benjamin West, President of the Royal Academy, the institution greatly revered by William Collins. It would later become the local, if seldom frequented, church of Wilkie Collins’s friend Charles Dickens, when he lived in Devonshire Terrace.


  Baby Wilkie appears in his father’s drawings as a fat-cheeked infant with dark hair and no hint of his cranial deformity. He had grey eyes and was small for his age, though he would grow to five foot six inches, an average height for a man of his time. When David Wilkie, a lifelong bachelor, first encountered him at his christening, he was so unfamiliar with babies that he did not know what to do. After examining his godson’s eyes as if they were a puppy’s, he handed him back to his parents, declaring with an air of satisfaction, ‘He sees.’22


  William Collins, now in his mid-thirties, was reaching the peak of his creative and earning powers, which meant he was often away, sketching or visiting aristocratic patrons. A fine-featured man, with warm, searching eyes and thick, well-kempt hair, he was generally liked for his calm, unassuming manner. An art critic described him as no genius, but ‘simply a gentleman, mild and pleasing, without foppery, affectation, or even peculiarity of any kind.’23 Those who knew him better noticed a priggish streak. This was linked to his strong religious faith, based on a personalised form of Evangelicalism, which stressed the importance of hard work, Biblical study and prayer.


  Wilkie stayed at home with his mother, who supervised his early education and was responsible, he acknowledged, for ‘whatever of poetry and imagination there may be in my composition’.24 Harriet Collins was witty and intelligent enough to win the admiration of men such as Coleridge, but she could also be garrulous, which would later irritate Wilkie’s friend Charles Dickens.


  At New Cavendish Street, Wilkie and his mother had plenty of company. His grandmother and unmarried uncle Frank still lived with them. Wilkie’s aunt Christina, his mother’s younger sister Christine, often helped with the two boys, while another aunt, Margaret Carpenter, lived nearby, though she was more preoccupied with tending her expanding family and developing her career as a painter.


  After being elected a full Academician in 1820, William found himself increasingly (and by no means unwillingly) a member of the artistic establishment – a position that, in an age of competing artistic tendencies, meant he was also in the thick of controversy. He was roundly criticised by the excitable Benjamin Haydon following the death in April 1825 of Henry Fuseli, who had taught them both at the Royal Academy Schools. Haydon was unhappy about what he saw as the development of the Royal Academy into a ‘nest of portrait painters’.25 He called on the government to take action to prevent history painters of his kind being usurped by aspiring portraitists, including Collins, who, he seemed to imply, were adopting a rather lackadaisical approach to their profession.


  Haydon overestimated William’s influence and misrepresented his output, which that year included rustic scenes such as Buying Fish on the Beach – Hazy Morning and The Cottage Door, which seemed designed not to ruffle feathers in the politically repressive years following Waterloo. However, such attacks spurred William to perfect his respectable nature scenes rather than waste unnecessary time on portraits.


  In the summer of 1825, he removed his wife and baby Wilkie from the heat and bustle of Marylebone to a house in then rural Hendon, a favourite spot of his. When not sketching en plein air, he liked to walk five or six miles to Highgate and discuss matters of philosophy with his friend Coleridge.


  William enjoyed looking out over the city from the salubrious heights of north London, for in 1826 he left New Cavendish Street and took a small house in Hampstead. It was there, at 2 Pond Street, a short walk from the Heath, on a site currently occupied by the Royal Free Hospital, that another son, Charles Collins, was born a couple of years later on 25 January 1828. Like his brother Wilkie, Charles was given an artist’s middle name, Allston, in homage to his father’s American friend Washington Allston.


  At this time, David Wilkie was away on a three-year tour of Europe, from where he sent back enthusiastic reports of the works of Michelangelo and other Italian old masters. William reciprocated with his latest news: ‘Your godson grows a strapping fellow, and has a little blue-eyed red-haired bonny bairn, as a brother, about three months old.’26


  Hoping to settle permanently in Hampstead (and also to accommodate his now ailing mother), William looked into buying land and building his own house there, close to other friends, including the artist John Linnell. After David Wilkie returned from the Continent in July 1828, William came under renewed pressure to follow him on a similar career-defining European tour, but, as long as his mother was alive, he felt unable to do so.


  As a compromise, while plans for his house in Hampstead were being drawn up, he took his wife, mother and children across the Channel to Boulogne, where in the summer of 1829 he painted The Mussel Gatherers – Coast of France, for which his banker client, Sir Thomas Baring, would pay four hundred guineas, one of his highest fees. Always alert for authenticity, William came across a fisherman who had witnessed a shipwreck near Boulogne in which everyone had died except a black man. However, the quarantine laws then in force would not allow anyone to help the half-drowned survivor. When William’s son Wilkie later retold the story, he would write, with some passion, ‘No one attempted to approach, or succour him, but the fisherman; who, in defiance of all danger and objection, carried the poor wretch to a straw-hut on the beach; and, taking off his own clothes, laid down by him the whole night long, endeavouring to restore the dying negro by the vital warmth of his own body. This sublime act of humanity was, however, unavailing – when morning dawned, the negro was dead!’27 William Collins recorded this unfortunate incident in a sketch called ‘Good Samaritan’, which had the kind of narrative immediacy later found in his son’s written work.


  On his return to England, the paperwork relating to the Hampstead house was still not completed, so the family stayed briefly in Ramsgate, a seaside resort in Kent, which several of William’s friends, including the Linnells and Coleridge, had visited and recommended. Still hankering after North London, William took a short lease on a property in Hampstead Square, close to the Heath, then, in mid-1830, moved back into town to 30 Porchester Terrace, a house with a decent-sized room which could be used as a studio, just north of Hyde Park in Bayswater. The surrounding area was still partly rural, but the Collinses felt at home since John Linnell lived at number 38, having made the same journey south from Hampstead two years earlier.
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  Wilkie had his first experience of politics, sitting at the window of this new house, at the time of the First Reform Act in April 1832. When, after much agitation, this controversial extension of the franchise was finally passed, jubilant crowds roamed the streets threatening to break the windows of any building not lit up in celebration. The Collins boys found themselves caught up in the excitement: Wilkie recalled a mob marching six abreast, smashing the glass of an un-illuminated house on the other side of the street. As the vigilantes surged forward, cheering the passage of the Act, he could not help expressing the same sentiment. But his spontaneous demonstration of political feeling infuriated his father, a High Tory, who had shown his colours when he told a friend that he equated political reform with cholera as a scourge of the age and evidence of God’s wrath.


  In William Collins’s mind, politics and religion were closely linked, and this would prove significant as Wilkie’s opinions began to develop. There was no doubting William’s commitment to God; his letters were full of it: ‘I could go on for an hour describing our blessings,’28 he wrote to his wife on one of his trips. ‘Your heart is not insensible to the mercies of Providence, and when I return we will thank our heavenly father together.’ Reading the Bible was a regular evening feature in the Collins household. However, like many thoughtful Anglicans in an uncertain age, he was still looking to find an appropriate spiritual response to fill the space between direct communication with the Deity, as practised by dissenters, and the elaborate ritual associated with Roman Catholics.


  Over the years he moved fitfully from Evangelicalism to a more rigid High Church set of beliefs associated with the Oxford Movement, or Tractarians, in the 1830s. The Reform Bill had played its part in the birth of this latter faction, which was to split the Church of England, because one of its lesser-known provisions (and the one that particularly exercised the conservative-minded William Collins) was a reduction in the number of Irish bishops. Coming so soon after Catholic emancipation in 1829, this additional concession was regarded by reactionary Anglican clerics as yet another attack on the established Church, indicative of the lax liberalism to be found not only in its own affairs but in society as a whole. This was the point made in John Keble’s ‘national apostasy’ sermon, which kick-started the Oxford Movement in July 1833, leading to the first Tract for the Times written by the Reverend John Henry Newman of Oriel College, Oxford, later in the year. However, the Movement’s conservatism would push it nearer to the Roman Catholic Church, to the extent that some supporters, including Newman, became dissatisfied with the compromises involved and preferred to align themselves completely with Rome.


  As an ardent Protestant, William Collins did not follow Newman down that path. His adventures on the fringes of Tractarianism took a different route, buffeted by the many spiritual cross-currents of the time. He had always been interested in philosophical and religious enquiry, from his early discussions with fellow artists such as Allston and Wilkie to his association with Coleridge.


  Through a combination of these influences William came into the orbit of Edward Irving, an unorthodox preacher, whose brand of Evangelicalism and social conservatism was popular in his native Scotland. When Irving moved to London as a Church of Scotland minister in 1822, one of his two contacts was David Wilkie (who painted his portrait). Irving was quickly taken up and lionised, becoming a member of Coleridge’s philosophical circle in Highgate, where another participant was a retired Royal Artillery doctor called James Thompson, a neighbour of William’s in Hampstead. Wilkie Collins later emphasised the significance of this circle to his father: ‘Here he first met that original and extraordinary character, Edward Irving, whose preaching was at that time drawing its greatest multitude of hearers...From the discussions upon matters of worship constantly occurring between Coleridge and Irving, Mr. Collins, and others of the poet’s guests, gathered such fresh information, and acquired such new ideas, as they never afterwards forgot.’29


  As the decade progressed, Irving was drawn to ‘speaking in tongues’ as a way of getting in touch with the Holy Spirit. This gained him the support of a rich, Conservative banker, Henry Drummond, who from 1826 held regular conferences on the study of prophecy at his estate in Albury, Surrey. When news came of an outbreak of Pentecostalism in Scotland, these ‘Irvingites’ sent a small delegation to investigate, among them Dr Thompson who, in 1831, wrote A Brief Account of a Visit to Some of the Brethren in the West of Scotland.


  A year later, these ‘Irvingites’ coalesced into the Catholic Apostolic Church, centred at Irving’s church in Newman Street, London, and backed by Henry Drummond. However, religious trends were fickle in those turbulent times and, as Irving himself became increasingly obsessed with spontaneous communication with God, he lost his religious and social credibility, leading to his formal removal from the Church of Scotland and to his Catholic Apostolic Church going its own way. In 1835, Dr Thompson put himself forward for election as one of this new Church’s apostles. Although defeated, he went on to run its affairs in Southampton.


  On the fringes of Drummond’s Albury conferences was a Yorkshire-born preacher called William Dodsworth, whose beliefs were more in keeping with William Collins’s. In 1829, Drummond arranged for Dodsworth to take over a small chapel in Margaret Street, Marylebone, where William often went to hear him preach. Like many astute clerics, Dodsworth married well – in his case, Elizabeth Buller-Yarde-Buller, the daughter of a rich, well-connected parishioner, Lady Buller, who lived in York Terrace, one of the new Nash developments in the Regent’s Park.


  Although he had been interested in Irving’s charismatic approach, Dodsworth moved away from the increasingly wayward Scottish preacher in the early 1830s. William eagerly followed suit, as shown in the many positive comments about Dodsworth in his correspondence. In October 1831, when his wife Harriet was staying in Brighton with Dr Thompson and his family, William informed her, ‘Mr Dodsworth continues his sermons upon the fearful character of the present time.’30 Underlining his sense of the links between politics and religion, he asked her to seek the opinion of ‘our friend Dr Thompson’ on ‘recent events’ relating to the agitation surrounding the Reform Bill. Two years later, when she was again away, he reported going ‘to Mr Dodsworth’s, heard an excellent sermon & stayed to thank the Lord for all his mercies “for they endure for ever”.’31


  Although William was happy to follow Dodsworth, traces of his old Evangelicalism remained. This was evident in his determination to uphold the sanctity of Sundays. On more than one occasion he upbraided John Linnell, his neighbour in Porchester Terrace, for failing to respect the Sabbath – once for tending his peach and nectarine trees, and another time for daring to paint on the Lord’s Day. He even threatened to take Linnell, a Baptist, to court over the matter. Such intransigence could sometimes take a nasty turn. When he accused Linnell of not paying his gardener, he was met with a strong denial, to which William haughtily enquired, ‘Of what consequence is it whether you cheated a man out of his wages or not, when you are constantly doing things ten times worse?’ Asked if he was still referring to the nectarine incident, William admitted he was, and, according to Linnell’s biographer A.T. Story, went on to say ‘that a man who would break the Sabbath would do any other bad thing’. Story added a comment that probably echoed his subject’s view of William: ‘The worthy Academician, though an amiable, was in many respects rather a weak-minded, man. He appeared always to be oppressed by the twin bugbears, propriety and respectability, and found it difficult to forgive anyone who failed in his respect to them.’32


  This piousness was reflected in the upbringing of the Collins children, who were constantly urged to be good. Writing from the Warwickshire seat of Sir George Phillips, a rich textile magnate, William exhorted his sons, ‘Go on praying to God, through Jesus Christ, to enable you, by his holy spirit, to be blessings to your parents; and then you must be happy.’33 He signed off in an unctuous manner that would come to infuriate Wilkie: ‘And now, my dear boys, I must leave you and prepare for going to Church...where I shall pray for my two children and their mother as well, as for all the world beside.’


  On this occasion Mama was at home, but this was not always the case. Wilkie had to endure long periods when both his mother and father were absent. For several years she had suffered from ‘nerves’. As a result, she was often away, convalescing with her parents, visiting friends, or ‘taking the waters’ in coastal resorts. It seems that, for all her sociability, she had difficulty coping with a life centred on her husband’s activities. ‘At home very poorly from anxiety and fatigue,’34 read one of her diary entries in 1835. Her afflictions were not uncommon at the time, particularly among women, who struggled in a male-dominated industrial society. Although Harriet was a spirited woman, who would later write a fine quasi-fictional memoir, there is no evidence of her having any outlet for her creativity.


  A branch of medicine sprang up to minister to such complaints. Her husband played along, telling her he hoped that, as a result of a regime of rides and walks, she might ‘by the blessing of God have found some benefit for your nerves’,35 and on another occasion, that ‘Dr Quin’, one of several doctors the family used, ‘says you may with much chance of benefit take tepid sea water baths twice or perhaps thrice a week.’36


  Young Wilkie took note and would later write sympathetically about women with anxiety disorders. His novels would reflect how, as the century progressed, neuroses became more openly discussed and studied. He would try to recreate in his narrative style the experience of nervous agitation, with its highs and lows, its terrors and searing emotions.


  Although not always at home, Harriet managed to supervise Wilkie’s education. She encouraged him in his early reading, such as Joseph Ritson’s edition of the ballads of Robin Hood. Wilkie had developed an enduring love of the sea; so, when he stayed in Ramsgate, his father gave him Isaac Taylor’s The Ship, part of a popular educative series for the young.37


  As Wilkie grew older he became a devoted reader of Walter Scott, while other favourite books included Don Quixote, The Vicar of Wakefield, The Arabian Nights and the nautical adventure stories of Captain Marryat – all of which suggested his notably eclectic tastes.


  In 1833, the Collins family circumstances changed radically as a result of the deaths in quick succession of Wilkie’s good-natured Uncle Frank and his grandmother, old Mrs Collins. Frank’s loss from typhus in his early forties proved the last straw for his mother, who had been in poor health for several years. It also hit William hard, since he relied heavily on his brother’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the art world.


  He followed Harriet into a state of melancholy, which was only mitigated by his religious faith. When he visited Kent the following May, he found relief in the beauty of the countryside and in ‘the society of Christians. No other society can comfort me – the society of the world depresses me greatly. I am sadly low in mind at times, and in body weak – apt to be vexed, very impatient, not bearing my afflictions with that patience, which afflictions were sent to teach.’38 He tried to improve his low spirits by taking his family on an extended and rather gruelling tour of Wales in the summer of 1834. This trip was to prove a dry run for William’s postponed Italian grand tour two years later. However, though change was in the air, he could not yet tear himself away from his work. So, in January 1835, shortly after his eleventh birthday, Wilkie was despatched to school for the first time. He attended the Maida Hill Academy, an undistinguished and short-lived establishment run by the Reverend James Gall, off the Edgware Road. Aside from a bout of measles, Wilkie seemed content enough: his mother’s diary recorded how he brought friends home and accompanied his brother on expeditions to the zoo. The year ended on a note of triumph when Wilkie won the school prize – a copy of the Essays written by the profoundly conservative Poet Laureate Robert Southey, whom his father had met in the Lake District in 1818.
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  Wilkie’s education was cut short or, as he later saw it, enhanced when, in September 1836, his father decided that the time had finally come to make the journey to Italy, since he no longer had the excuse of his mother to detain him. As an artist, he was convinced – or had had it drummed into him by David Wilkie – that he was at a stage in his artistic development when he would benefit from greater knowledge of the Italian masters. Although his own style tended towards Dutch figurative painting, William believed that art in Italy could only be properly appreciated by a mature artist.


  It was a testament to William’s dedication to his profession that, approaching the age of fifty, he was prepared not only to devote two years of his life to improving his skills, but to take his family with him. Travelling to Italy involved long and often uncomfortable journeys by coach and boat; visas were difficult and time-consuming to obtain; and disease, notably cholera, was a hazard at every stage.


  In Paris, their first significant stop, the Collinses called on friends, including Miss Thompson, sister of the Irvingite doctor, and saw the sights, including the Louvre, where they happened to meet William’s patron Sir Robert Peel and his family. William was impressed by the way the Bonapartist system of patronage ensured that all artists were gainfully employed. He wondered if it might be replicated in Britain, where the Royal Academy was in the process of moving from Somerset House to shared premises with the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square.


  Another series of gruelling coach trips took the family south to the Mediterranean, where they were held up in Nice for six weeks because of a deadly cholera outbreak in Italy. While twelve-year-old Wilkie tried to keep up his studies by taking lessons from a young Jewish tutor, William made the most of his letters of introduction to the British Consul. These had been written by Sir William Knighton, keeper of the privy purse and physician in ordinary to George IV, who was a great friend and patron of David Wilkie, and by Sir William’s brother-in-law, a well-travelled naval captain called Edward Harker. With his contacts to the royal household, Knighton was one of several men who regularly smoothed the progress of William’s career. William regarded him highly, and was saddened, while in Nice, to learn of his death.


  After getting the all-clear to travel, the Collinses spent surprisingly little time in Florence, given its artistic treasures. The city was simply inhospitable: nothing was open because of the Christmas and New Year holidays and it was extremely cold, with snow knee-deep. They hurried on to Rome, where William looked forward to finding a studio and resuming his work.


  The Collinses settled into a suite of apartments in the via Felice, looking out onto the fashionable Pincian Hill, close to the Villa Borghese. Their house had a niche above the door for a statue of the Madonna, which was much revered, as the neighbours sang to it every evening. Wilkie was impressed when, by chance, he and his father met Wordsworth nearby. He later recalled the Lakeland poet as kindly and mild, but ‘quite out of his element’39 abroad – a man terrified by any suggestion of cholera, counselling William not to proceed to Naples for that very reason, and determined to leave Italy as soon as he could. William ignored this alarmism. Instead, as he told David Wilkie,40 he ‘lost no time in getting to pictorial head quarters’, meaning
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