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About the Book

In 1845, a Reading bookseller named John Snare came across the dirt-blackened portrait of a prince at a country house auction. Suspecting that it might be a long-lost Velázquez, he bought the picture and set out to discover its strange history. When Laura Cumming stumbled on a startling trial involving John Snare, it sent her on a search of her own. At first she was pursuing the picture, and the life and work of the elusive painter, but then she found herself following the bookseller’s fortunes too – from London to Edinburgh to nineteenth-century New York, from fame to ruin and exile.


An innovative fusion of detection and biography, this book shows how and why great works of art can affect us, even to the point of mania. And on the trail of John Snare, Cumming makes a surprising discovery of her own. But most movingly, The Vanishing Man is an eloquent and passionate homage to the Spanish master Velázquez, bringing us closer to the creation and appreciation of his works than ever before.


About the Author

Laura Cumming has been art critic of the Observer since 1999. Previously, she was a presenter of Nightwaves on Radio 3, arts producer for the BBC World Service and arts editor of the New Statesman. Her previous book, A Face to the World: On Self-Portraits, and the accompanying BBC Four documentary, received widespread critical acclaim.
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A Discovery

MY FATHER DIED quite suddenly when I was in my late twenties. He was a painter. The fatal illness attacked his brain, then his eyes. In my raging grief, I could not bear to look at any paintings but his, as a way of holding the memory of him as close and tight as possible, I suppose, and in blind protest against the blighting of his life and art.

Several months passed. I went to Madrid in a bitter midwinter, a city chosen because neither he nor I had ever been there and I couldn’t speak the language. There would be no old associations and no new conversations; time could stand still while I thought about nothing and no one but him. Every day I would leave my hotel room and walk round and round the streets, spiralling out to the freezing suburbs and the snow-capped hills beyond. I did not know what else to do.

But Madrid is not large; I would pass the Prado Museum time and again, sometimes twice in one day, steeling myself not to go in. Eventually the effort to avoid the place became a distraction in itself and it was there, in that crowded city within a city, that I had the luckiest of strikes. On a hunt for El Greco, one of my father’s favourite painters, I was passing the opening to a large gallery when a strange frisson of light caught the edge of my eye. As I turned to look, all the people standing at the other end of the gallery suddenly moved aside as one, clearing an open view to the source of that light: Velázquez’s monumental Las Meninas. I had no thought of it, no idea it would be there or how vast it would be – an image the size of life, and fully as profound. The living people revealed the painted people behind them like actors in the same performance, and flashing up before me was the mirror-bright vision of a little princess, her young maidservants and the artist himself, all gathered in a pool of sunlight at the bottom of a great volume of shadow, an impending darkness that instantly sets the tenor of the scene. The moment you set eyes on them, you know that these beautiful children will die, that they are already dead and gone, and yet they live in the here and now of this moment, brief and bright as fireflies beneath the sepulchral gloom. And what keeps them here, what keeps them alive, or so the artist implies, is not just the painting but you.

You are here, you have appeared: that is the split-second revelation in their eyes, all these people looking back at you from their side of the room. The princess in her shimmering dress, the maids in their ribbons and bows, the tiny page and the tall, dark painter, the nun whose murmur is just fading away and the chamberlain silhouetted in the glowing doorway at the back: everyone registers your presence. They were here like guests at a surprise party waiting for your arrival and now you have entered the room – their room, not the real one around you – or so it mysteriously seems. The whole scene twinkles with expectation. That is the first sensation on the threshold of that gallery in the Prado where Las Meninas hangs: that you have walked into their world and become suddenly as present to them as they are to you.

The image holds you there, stopped in surprise, motionless as the moment it represents in which all these people pause too, except the little page nudging the stoic dog. Everything is still except for the circumambient air and the light fluttering across the white-blonde hair of the princess, who stares at you with the candid curiosity of a child at the centre of a painting that is itself so completely attentive. The dwarf gives you her frank consideration, hand on heart, the maids kneel or curtsey, the servants observe you, all the way to the man in black hovering on the threshold of this room, waiting to usher you into the next. And from behind the back of the great canvas on which he is working, the size of this one, steps the painter himself, taciturn, watchful, the magician momentarily revealed.

But take a few steps towards this painting in all its astounding veracity and the vision swithers. The princess’s lustrous hair begins to look like a mirage, or a heatwave scintillating above a summer road that vanishes at your approach. The face of the lady dwarf dissolves into illegible brushstrokes. The figures in the background become inchoate at point-blank range and you can no longer see where a hand stops and the tray it is holding begins. The nearer you get to the painting, the more these semblances of reality start to disappear, to the point where it is impossible to fathom how the image could have been made in the first place. Everything is on the verge of dissolution and yet so vividly present that the sunshine in the painting seems to float free and drift out into the gallery. It is the most spellbinding vision in art.

Las Meninas – The Maidservants – was most likely painted in 1656, four years before Velázquez’s own sudden death (Plate A). It shows a chamber of the royal Alcázar palace in Madrid that is also long gone, destroyed in two days by a fire. This was the very room in which the picture was first shown: only imagine how perfectly the illusion must have merged with the reality when it hung there, the two sides of the chamber, real and depicted, presumably appearing seamlessly connected. To walk in and find these people waiting there must have been astonishing – like entering a dream, or a flickering projection of life quite unimaginable before the invention of cinema – for it still amazes today. Velázquez keeps this vanished circle before us like the moment’s reflection in a mirror, and his painting has the characteristics of a mirror, too: look into it and you are seen in return. Many paintings have the scene-shifting power to take us to another time and place but this one goes further, creating the illusion that the people you see are equally aware of your presence, that their scene is fulfilled by you. Velázquez invents a new kind of art: the painting as living theatre, a performance that extends out into our world and gives a part to each and every one of us, embracing every single viewer. For anyone who stands before Las Meninas now, held fast by the eyes of these lost children and servants, is positioned exactly where the people of the past once stood. This is part of the picture’s content. It elects you to the company of all who have ever seen it, from the little princess and her maids, who must have rushed round to see themselves the moment Velázquez finished, to the king and queen who appear in miniature in that glimmering mirror at the back. We stand where they once stood, the mirror implies (and the servants’ eyes), looking into this scene, this moment held intact down the centuries. The picture turns the world upside down, so that citizens may take the place of kings, and kings may be tiny compared to children. We stand together in history and Las Meninas gathers us all into its boundless democracy.

The painting I saw that day seems to hold death back from the brink even as it acknowledges our shared human fate. It shows the past in all its mortal beauty, but it also looks forward into the flowing future. Because of Velázquez, these long-lost people will always be there at the heart of the Prado, always waiting for us to arrive; they will never go away, as long as we are there to hold them in sight. Las Meninas is like a chamber of the mind, a place where the dead will never die. The gratitude I feel to Velázquez for this greatest of paintings is untold; he gave me the consolation to return to my own life.

We see paintings in time and place (no picture makes this clearer, putting us on the spot and in the moment) and always in the context of our own lives. We cannot see them otherwise, no matter how objective we might hope to be. Novelists long ago recognised this truth; literature is full of characters falling in love with the people in paintings, obsessing over enigmatic figures or shapes, feeling intimidated – or intensely disappointed, in the case of Madame Bovary – by their first sighting of a tarry Old Master. Fictional people are allowed to have feelings about art entirely unconnected with the analysis of formal attributes, still less any knowledge of art history. But this is not how the rest of us are encouraged to view art by specialists and historians, for whom feelings may be dubious, unstable or irrelevant. If one should happen to experience an involuntary personal response, an eminent art historian once advised me, as if mentioning some embarrassing arousal, one should always keep it firmly to oneself.

Over time, many scholars have written about the mysteries of Las Meninas: who or what Velázquez might be painting on that huge canvas – is it the king and queen, is it this very painting – who the painter is looking at, what the mirror reflects, what is happening in the picture, how it was constructed. Architects have made scale models of the room in an attempt to ‘solve’ these puzzles through perspective, although the painting does not itself abide by those laws. Physicists have experimented with mirrors and light to comprehend the paradoxes. Art historians have attempted to deduce, stroke by stroke, how on earth the illusion was achieved. The philosopher Michel Foucault, in an essay in Les mots et les choses, with its famous conclusion that Las Meninas is nothing less (and perhaps nothing more, for him) than ‘the representation of Classical representation’, inaugurated whole schools of theoretical interpretation.

But the compelling humanity of Velázquez’s vision is ignored. Some historians actually believe he was only talking to himself or his employer, Philip IV, the little king in the mirror, so that all the beautiful open-ended complexities that have enthralled viewers down the centuries are either our mistaken fantasy or a closed conversation between two Spanish men. Yet Las Meninas is living proof of the opposite, that when painters make images they do not do so in some kind of austere isolation or without hope of an audience beyond the studio. For this painting accepts as many interpretations as there are viewers, and part of its grace lies in allowing all these different responses to coexist, no matter how contradictory, by being such a precise vision of reality and yet so open a mystery. Velázquez is able to make you, and all before and after you, feel as alive to these people as they are to you; everyone sees, everyone is seen. The knowledge that this is all achieved by brushstrokes, that these are only painted figments, does not weaken the illusion so much as deepen the enchantment. The whole surface of Las Meninas feels alive to our presence.

This is at least as central to the technical feat of the painting as it is to our personal response, and still it goes unmentioned. There seems to be some collective recoil from the idea that art might actually overwhelm, distress or enchant us, might inspire wonder, anger, compassion or tears, that it might raise us up as a Shakespeare tragedy raises its audience. Even quite fundamental emotions are not in the language of scholarship, let alone museums, which rarely speak of the heart in connection with art. Yet so many people have loved Las Meninas.

I believe this response is too often overlooked, even though it is clear that painters do not make pictures without some hope of reaching more than our eyes. Since art history does not concern itself much with the power of images to move or affect us, I went looking for other people’s reactions to art down the years in the literature of our daily existence. And it was here, among the memoirs, diaries and letters that tell of our encounters with art, that I came upon the strange case of this lucky – or unlucky – provincial tradesman, as he describes himself, and his love for a long-lost Velázquez.

Or rather, in the drowsy shadows of a library in winter, I came upon a curious Victorian pamphlet stitched into a leather-bound miscellany between a quaint history of the Hawaiian Islands and a collection of short stories ominously titled Fact and Fiction. If the owner of this particular volume, a London lawyer with an elaborate Ex Libris plate, hadn’t underlined the words ‘A Brief Description of the Portrait of Prince Charles, afterwards Charles the First, painted at Madrid in 1623 by Velasquez’ in heavy ink on the contents page, I might not have noticed it. By such accidents are the traces of people, and pictures, preserved. The pamphlet was anonymous, but someone, presumably the lawyer had hazarded a name: J Snare? John Snare? The guess turned out to be right.

John Snare was a bookseller from the market town of Reading in Berkshire. His shop was at 16 Minster Street, the same address as the printer of the pamphlet, which he had evidently written and published himself. Snare describes the portrait quite clearly: it shows the young prince with his large liquid eyes and pale complexion, painted without rigidity or outline in an airy three-quarter view. Although the language is occasionally florid – he speaks of manliness and silken locks – for a moment, in the fug of the library at dusk, I seemed to think I had some inkling of this painting, which is commonly mentioned by historians as the one good thing to come out of Charles’s visit to Madrid to court the Spanish princess in 1623. In my mind I saw the young Charles, who had entirely failed to charm the disdainful infanta, given a better face by Velázquez, his dignity restored to the point of grace.

Overnight, however, I began to doubt the description so much that I returned next day to see if I had misread the pamphlet and dreamed fiction into fact. But John Snare and his story turned out to be real.

The pamphlet was in fact a miniature catalogue for a one-picture show held in London to high acclaim in the spring of 1847. But how did Snare come to be its curator, and how did he discover the lost painting in the first place? It wasn’t hard to find answers to these obvious questions to begin with; but then the case turned into a deeper mystery.

Snare’s feeling for Velázquez touched me. He did not see the painting as a thing apart, remote from his own existence; it filled his mind as if it were a living being. He wrote another pamphlet, and then another, in the hope that others would feel for it too. His obsession with discovering a past for the portrait eventually turned him into a detective and sent me on a search of my own.

At first I was following the painting, like Snare, but soon I was following the fortunes of the bookseller too. The trail took me to Edinburgh and a shocking court battle over the picture in 1851. The trial was a crossfire of rage, persecution and snobbery involving outraged aristocrats and awestruck engravers, experts from Soho and dealers from France, servants who had dusted the picture in an earl’s London mansion and frame-makers who claimed to have seen it in quite other places. Every class of society was represented, from the Scottish nobility to the typesetters who worked alongside Snare in Reading and remembered his life-or-death passion for the portrait. I had never encountered a case where the voices of the past were so clearly heard speaking about art in an age before it became densely familiar through museums, exhibitions and reproductions. Scarcely a single witness had seen more than one Velázquez and many testified to the extraordinary surprise of this one, the face of the long-dead prince flashing up into a timeless present.

For the art of Velázquez was rare, unfamiliar, obscure. He left so few paintings – not more than 120 over a forty-year career – it is rightly said that he measured out his genius in thimblefuls. Almost all of his work was painted for the Spanish king and court and stayed exactly where it was made, long after his death, immured in the royal palaces. Even when the Prado first opened to the public in 1819, with the revelation of more than forty paintings by Velázquez, only the well-heeled traveller could have the slightest sense of his work that is so freely available to us today. Photography did not yet exist, prints were precious few and could scarcely convey his mysterious and diaphanous style, so that the only way a Velázquez could be kept in mind was through the fantastic vagaries of memory.

No two Victorians would remember the portrait at the heart of this case in quite the same way.

This was a time before paintings tended to have titles by which their subjects could be identified, and were often wildly misunderstood as a consequence; when it was hard to tell one anonymous sitter from another beneath the filth of old canvases; when paintings were easily mislabelled and signatures misread or slyly added by dealers, when genuine masterpieces could languish overlooked while pathetic imitations were exorbitantly prized.

It was a time of grand houses full of dirt-blackened pictures, auctioneers hovering eagerly in the wings; of visitors paying to see a travelling stunner in the Egyptian Hall in London or the Pantheon in New York; when middlemen worked their way through the villas and courts of Europe sending back masterpieces sight unseen, while restorers primped up, or simply copied, old canvases, when a picture might be ‘identified’ as a Velázquez just because it included a dark-eyed man with a Spanish goatee beard or an especially expressive mongrel.

Some people knew Velázquez chiefly as a painter of dogs.

By the early nineteenth century some of the paintings that had been locked away in Spain began to appear across Europe in the wake of the Peninsular War of 1808–14, in which British troops helped free Spain and Portugal from Napoleonic occupation. Works by Velázquez turned up on battlefields, in soldiers’ baggage and in the hands of go-betweens engaging in suspect acts of diplomacy, like a hoard of bright treasures suddenly emerging out of ploughed soil. They did not pass straight into the hands of specialists as they would now, to be examined for every iota of evidence, but cropped up at auctions and post-mortem picture sales, in people’s private houses and bequests, often quite randomly and without fanfare, occasionally disappearing straight back into the darkness. Every new discovery fanned the growing craze for Velázquez.

In all this flux and confusion, people did not always know what they were looking at, still less what they were buying or selling. In England, Earl Spencer of Althorp had a painting of a bagpipe player that he thought was by Velázquez. In Scotland, the Earl of Elgin had a white poodle sniffing a bone. In rural Dorset, an English politician believed he had nothing less than the original version of Las Meninas, rather smaller and admittedly lacking some of the crucial details, but nonetheless the pride of his collection, if not England itself. Even today, some scholars believe he was right.

For two centuries and more it has been confidently predicted that the small sum of Velázquez’s art would never increase, that no more paintings by him would now be found, that any lost paintings were permanently lost. But this has never been true. His pictures really have turned up again, tumbled in the tide of history, one by one, discovered in the most unlikely places: in Latin America; in an English seaside town; hiding in plain view on the walls of New York’s Metropolitan Museum in the twenty-first century.

For Velázquez’s portraits, so miraculously empathetic and precise, so unmistakeable and inimitable, as it seems, keep on being mistaken and overlooked. Perhaps something in his exceptionally enigmatic way of painting has veiled these works; something in their mystery and modesty – from the self-effacing brushwork to the absence of a signature – has obscured them. They depend upon the kindness of strangers to an unusual degree; they need people to find and to save them.

Las Meninas presents the most famous piece of canvas in art: the blank back of the enormous picture on which the artist is working; it is the obverse of a painting, literally, but such a beautiful depiction of that vast stretch of cloth tacked to the stretcher. What Velázquez shows is the curious double nature of paintings: that they are objects as well as images; objects that are propped up and lugged about and screwed to high walls, that suffer calamity and misadventure, shipwreck and fire, that may be arbitrarily sacrificed to disaster or rescued by providence, bought and sold, crated up and transported, lost and found and sometimes even lost again.

We say that works of art can change our lives, an optimistic piety that generally refers to the moral or spiritual uplift of a painting, and the way it may improve its audience. But art has other powers to alter our existence. The moment he bought the portrait of Prince Charles, Snare’s life changed direction. It was a lost work, disregarded, on its way to the oblivion from which he saved it in 1845. It was an object that he would be forced to defend from danger and theft, that took him from small-town provincial life to the most fashionable streets of London and New York, and from obscurity to newspaper fame; a painting he would take with him wherever he went, that came to mean more to him than anything in the world, more than his family, his home and himself, that would lead to exile, a lonely death in a cold-water tenement and an unmarked grave in New York: the painting that would ruin his life.

Whatever one may come to think of John Snare in this book – and I came to question his motives, at times – his sincerity is never in doubt. He loved the art of Velázquez, at least the precious little he was ever able to see of it during his lifetime. He and I have stood in the same few places in England, amazed in front of the same few paintings in different centuries. If only he had lived in another era, he too might have been able to see Las Meninas.

This is a book of praise for Velázquez, greatest of painters, a man whose life is almost as elusive as his art; and it is the portrait of an obscure Victorian who loved that art, in so far as I can bring Snare back out of the darkness. For he is to me like one of the figures in Las Meninas – the servant on the far edge by the window, the only person in that masterpiece about whom nothing is known, whose story is never told and who is all but a painted blur, vanishing into the shadows.
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The Painting

IT BEGAN WITH two inches of dense black print in the long columns of the Reading Mercury in October 1845. The fateful notice announced a forthcoming auction at Radley Hall near Oxford, home to Benjamin Kent’s Academy for Boys. The boarding school was closing down, the pupils were already gone and everything was up for sale. The Mercury mentioned bolsters and iron bedsteads, dictionaries and Latin grammars, but there was something else too. Mr Kent was selling his art.

The notice was buried among advertisements for top hats and patent tonics for overburdened mothers, but it did not escape John Snare. The bookseller felt a sudden excitement on seeing it. He had once been to Radley Hall with a friend who knew the headmaster, and had seen the paintings now mentioned in the Mercury: Dutch landscapes, portraits of medieval bishops, a very ancient picture of an abbess and a pope. But the one that had most intrigued him, too poorly lit and high on the wall to be properly visible, was also the one identified in the advertisement as something special: ‘A Half-Length of Charles the First (supposed Van-dyke)’.

Auctions were a blessing for a provincial tradesman like Snare. There were no art galleries in Reading and this was still the dawn of the museum age, when most people saw paintings, if they saw any at all, in travelling shows or at church on Sunday. The private collections of country houses were generally closed to anyone without superior social connections, whereas auctions, no matter how valuable the paintings, were open to all. Even the hastiest of bankruptcy sales might have several public previews when visitors could linger over the art in the guise of potential customers, a tradition that reached right back through the ages. This was how Rembrandt saw, and sketched, Raphael’s famed portrait of Baldassare Castiglione when it surfaced at an auction in Amsterdam in 1639, giving it a somewhat bulbous Dutch nose, more like his own; this was the only way most people would see Rembrandt’s own paintings for centuries.

The Reading Mercury was on sale in Snare’s Minster Street shop, a handsome double-fronted emporium with large bow windows, elaborate cornices and enough shelves to take the burden of an immense and ever-expanding miscellany of publications, from The Lancet and Punch to the latest novels of Dickens and Thackeray, guides to beekeeping, taxidermy and the far-flung islands of the South Pacific. Advertisements in the Mercury itself reveal the proud diversity of his stock. At Snare’s, customers could buy anything from Paradise Lost to the Bible and Shakespeare, along with quaint picture books, oil paints and India rubbers, blotting paper and coloured ink. Snare even sold prints of famous paintings; that same autumn of 1845 he was offering Jacques-Louis David’s devastating portrait of Marat stabbed to death in his bath. For art was his passion; Snare was ‘an amateur of pictures’, as they were known: a lover of paintings.

How old he was then is unclear, for his early life has slipped from the records. He was probably born in 1808, but the birth certificate has gone and in later life Snare was inconsistent about his age. His father was an ironmonger at 21 Minster Street, selling hammers, screws and iron pails; his uncle was the founder of the shop at number 16, which originally specialised in selling hymn books and pious poetry for Sunday consumption. If Snare had any education beyond the age of ten, in those days the school-leaving age in Reading, there is no documentary proof of it, but the documents are in any case less illuminating than the town’s local newspapers – three of them, for a population of scarcely 20,000 people – in which one catches sight of the bookseller in his shop and about town, moving through the momentous events of his life as if through a magnifying glass.

‘Snare and Nephew’ is the new sign above the door when he is apprenticed to his uncle, who has now diversified into printing. The young John learns how to set the finicky rows of metal type in their wooden frames, ink the plates and gold-stamp the leather bindings of books. One day he will become known for the aesthetic beauty of his printing, and for experimenting with early photogravure engravings; but in the meantime the two Snares turn out visiting cards, election posters and theatre handbills in the back room behind the shop as the book business develops in the front. At night, when the presses are silent, Snare reads his way steadily through the stock to develop a writing style of his own, first evident in the lyrical passages he contributes to an illustrated Berkshire guide printed on the Minster Street presses. In 1838 he inherits the shop and in the same year, by now a rather mature bachelor for the times, he marries Isabella Williams, whose family has some involvement in the local bank. A man of buoyant aspirations, he starts a small lending library and begins to compile a local postal directory for Reading, setting his neighbours’ names in elegant fonts. His own name appears in the 1847 edition, living with Isabella and their three small children above the shop at number 16, which is where he read the advertisement in the Mercury with its promise of the supposed Van Dyck. There were to be three viewings before the sale. He would be just in time for the last.

Victorian auctions were arranged like exhibitions, with advance tickets and printed catalogues, though these were generally crude and unhelpful. What they declared, on the whole, was that a painting of an unknown gentleman was for sale, or a fish, or two cows drinking by a river. Possibly Dutch. So it was at Radley Hall, a Georgian mansion in grounds landscaped by Capability Brown where one could expect to see kings as well as cows, according to the terse catalogue issued by the auctioneers, Belcher and Harris. ‘The whole assemblage consists of 180 lots, the particulars whereof it would be difficult to describe,’ they shrug, making no attempt to talk up the art beyond the occasional stab at a painter or country of origin; not that there was any great risk in these guesses, which were often absurdly awry, for the unspoken rule of the auction was, and remains, caveat emptor: buyer beware.

[image: Image Missing]

Snare was no buyer, at least not at this stage; he was going to see a historic image of a famous king while the opportunity was briefly open to all. Yet he seems to have had a sixth sense about the painting, for he took along a fellow amateur, a Mr Keavin, for a second opinion of the portrait of Charles and the teasing mention of Van Dyck, greatest of all his court painters; who knows, perhaps the picture would be worth a king’s ransom.

The journey on one of the new steam trains out of Reading, stopping at every little station, was so laborious that the light was already failing when they reached Radley Hall. But this time Snare was prepared. He waited until the other visitors had gone and then dragged a ladder from the library into the salon where the large painting hung high on the wall, so darkened by time that they could hardly make out the features. Clambering up until he was eye to eye with Charles, Snare wet a finger and rubbed the surface like a window cleaner. ‘I never can forget the impression,’ he wrote, ‘as the tones came alive like magic’. Materialising before him was the face of a young man, bearded, dark-eyed, solitary, a faint dew on his brow, looming pale and close in the gloom, a monarch destined to die on the scaffold.

The more he stared at the painting, amazed, the more John Snare began to feel that the catalogue, such as it was, must somehow be wrong. The portrait certainly showed Charles, wearing armour, but he was too young to be king; so this must be Charles as a prince. But if it was a portrait of Prince Charles, then it couldn’t possibly be by Van Dyck, for the Flemish painter only arrived in England in 1632, eight years after Charles had become king, and by which time he looked considerably older. It did not seem that ‘Charles the First (supposed Van-dyke)’ could be entirely right.

Snare the autodidact, haunter of auctions, close student of engraved reproductions, and of all the prints of kings that he had managed to collect or discover in the many books in his shop, recognised the young Charles immediately. But he could not recall a single image that looked anything like this portrait, so fluid and enigmatic, not even in the prolific works of Van Dyck. This was surely by an artist of equal stature, if not higher still – he was thinking of the Spaniard Velázquez.

On the way home, Mr Keavin urged his friend to return and bid, convinced that they really had seen a genuine Van Dyck. Snare had already resolved to do so, but managed to keep quiet.

‘The lovers of Art are well acquainted with the fact that no productions are more rare in England than the works of Velázquez.’ The opening line of Snare’s ‘Brief Description of the Portrait of Prince Charles’ acknowledges the glaring impossibility straight away. No matter how thrilling it might be to come upon a Van Dyck, the Flemish painter’s portraits of Charles with languid eyes and flowing hair were practically ubiquitous compared to the art of Velázquez. Not only was Velázquez one of the least productive painters of all time but his works were still very rarely seen outside Madrid, still less in some defunct boarding school in rural Oxfordshire. Snare knew that the chances were infinitesimal, yet he could not help taking a whisper of hope from one of the books on the shelves of the Minster Street shop, Richard Ford’s recently published A Handbook for Travellers in Spain.

Based on a four-year tour of a country that still seemed as remote as the South Pacific to most readers back home, Ford’s vigorous guide is an early masterpiece of travel writing. It runs all the way from awe at the sublime sierras to disgust at the worst hotels, is deeply versed in history and culture and at the same time bristling with useful tips on mosquito nets, drinkable water and Spanish cheese, where to send a telegram and how to discuss politics with a quick-tempered Madrileño.

Ford looks at paintings wherever he goes and writes superbly about them. He is amazed, above all, by the truth and beauty of the art of Velázquez in the Prado. ‘No man,’ he observes with piercing acuity, ‘could draw the minds of men, or paint the air we breathe better than he.’ His close praise of each painting in the museum, in a land so far beyond the comfortable circuit of the Grand Tour, was at least partly responsible for the rising passion for Velázquez in Britain; and it is in this book that Ford speaks in passing of a portrait of Prince Charles painted by Velázquez in 1623. The author laments the fact that he cannot see the painting, mentioned in an early Spanish biography; as far as he knows, it has not survived.

If the much-travelled Ford thought it was lost, then how could Snare possibly have found it? The mention only made the bookseller more hopeful. Though he was leery of confessing his dream to Mr Keavin – ‘I was half ashamed of my own thoughts, and afraid lest I should be mocked’ – Snare could not help reasoning that if it once existed, then the portrait might still exist somewhere in the world even now, and why not, perhaps, in Radley Hall?

The day of the auction arrived, along with dealers up from London and rich country squires with empty walls to fill. Perhaps the painting would be snatched by a higher bidder, whisked away at the eleventh hour by someone who knew its true worth far better than Snare, someone with deeper pockets, more experience, a connection with the London market. Or then again perhaps the opposite would happen, and the picture would be comprehensively scorned as scarcely a Van Dyck, let alone an actual Velázquez. Which would be worse for the hopeful amateur: to be trumped, or to bid for what might be nothing at all, thus making a fool of oneself before the cognoscenti? Two London dealers, Mr Blaker of Covent Garden and Mr Street of Soho, were already circling on Snare’s arrival at Radley Hall. His courage instantly faltered. Indeed he was so fearful of drawing attention to the Velázquez by staring too fixedly at it that he stood directly below, where he could not see it.

As the auction began, Snare seems to have become so afraid of showing his hand, or perhaps of making some hapless gesture mistaken for a bid, that he actually asked Street to represent him. Taking pity on this provincial bookseller, the metropolitan dealer condescended. Lot 72 was announced towards midday. The bidding started at five pounds; the hammer soon came down at eight.

In that winning moment two opposing waves of emotion overcame poor Snare – swiftly departing joy, followed by listless deflation. Perhaps he had bought nothing, a pig in a poke; after all, he could scarcely see what he had in that blackened rectangle. The price was low, not much more than the cost of a horse in Victorian England, a fact that worried Snare (who had nerved himself to bid all the way up to a ruinous £200 if necessary) and a figure that would arouse some suspicion in years to come. But the market price of a painting is no proof of its authenticity or value, and it never has been. The history of the art trade is full of ridiculous misattributions and preposterously low bids, up to and beyond Leonardo’s Salvator Mundi, which changed hands for a mere £45 in 1958. Two years after Radley Hall, Richard Ford himself bought one of Velázquez’s royal portraits for only £13. Ten years later, as the mania for Velázquez was growing, another of his paintings went for a nugatory £15 at the height of the London season in a room dense with international dealers, and at the turn of the twentieth century Velázquez’s Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, which still haunts visitors to the National Gallery in London with its strange double world, as if seen through a window, sold for not even £23. In fact, Snare would soon be offered one hundred times the price he paid that day at an obscure country-house sale, but for the moment he had to leave empty-handed, for he had given no thought to how he might ferry the picture home.

The following day he returned to the village of Radley and found a carpenter to knock up a big wooden box in double-quick time, which the two men lugged up to the Hall. But to Snare’s dismay, they arrived too late. All the other bidders had long since retrieved their purchases, Radley Hall was locked and dusk was once more on its way.

It was the carpenter who suggested breaking into the building. They were just clambering in through the window that he managed to jemmy open when a neighbour caught them in flagrante and sent for a policeman to arrest them on the spot. The bookseller’s good name was momentarily in doubt. But after a sensible discussion, helped along by tea, during which Snare must have been remarkably silver-tongued, the policeman offered his sympathies and even helped them acquire a front-door key. They got into the building, only to discover every door inside firmly locked.

‘I began to wish I had never seen the Picture in the first place. I felt almost ashamed to return again to Reading.’ But home went Snare, empty-handed once more. It was the first of his troubles with the law.

The painting finally reached Minster Street a week later. What Snare now owned was an object in a box; a painting without a past, about which he knew nothing whatsoever. He had not seen it in a museum supported by some reassuring caption or catalogue. It had no signature, title or date. The painter was unknown and the whole modern apparatus of art history, critical writing, markets, prices, painstakingly researched provenance and all did not exist. The painting had no context, had just spoken to him out of the darkness. Snare had nothing to rely upon but his eyes and his instinct.

Radley Hall had at least lent a fine elevating grandeur to the portrait. At home, in the back shop, Snare could hardly bear to look at the thing in case it had reverted to the grimy rectangle of his first sighting. But he steeled himself, propped the picture on two chairs against the wall, and was instantly more despondent than ever. ‘The paint was dry and husky … and there was a chalky aspect which very far from pleased me.’ The masterpiece seemed to dwindle in its Minster Street surroundings and Snare could not tell whether the fault lay with the picture or its filthy condition. He fetched a sponge, dampened with a little turpentine, and proceeded to give the surface a half-hearted dab.

‘I never can forget the impression which the sudden change induced. The drapery, as if by magic, came to light, the fair proportions of the figure and the brilliant tones in which it was depicted, all in an instant glowed before me. I saw the masterly treatment of a mighty artist and without time for reflection, I started from my chair and ran to fetch my wife and show her the treasure I possessed.’ He could neither eat nor sleep and sat staring at the picture until three in the morning, rising early to sit before it once again. ‘I was alive with exultation, and thought of nothing save only that I had found the long-lost Portrait.’

Later that morning, Mr Keavin called in to take a proper look at ‘their’ Van Dyck, enthusiastically repeating his opinion as if it were gospel. But still Snare kept his thoughts to himself. He was already a true believer – ‘I could have vouched for the authenticity of the Portrait even as if I had seen it painted’ – but he needed some kind of proof before he could reveal his conviction to anyone except Isabella. The difficulty was where to begin. Snare had no idea where to look for clues to the painting, its history or even that of the artist himself.


3

The Painter

VELÁZQUEZ IS SOMETIMES said to be the most distant of artists, remote and inscrutable as a star in outer darkness. His life is unknowable, his mind unfathomable, his genius for creating illusions of living people almost beyond comprehension, as if he were not quite a real human being himself. Even in death he manages to escape. Some years ago, to mark the fourth centenary of Velázquez’s birth, the Spanish government excavated not one but two churches in the hope of finding his corpse, digging cavernous holes and stopping traffic for months in the centre of Madrid. Still nobody knows where – if anywhere – his body now lies.

It is true that Velázquez remains strangely beyond the reach of documented fact. We know he was baptised in Seville on June 6th 1599, the eldest child of a church notary, Juan Rodríguez de Silva and his wife Jerónima Velázquez, though the date of his birth is not known. The family lived in a two-storey building in a maze of cramped streets. The house is still standing, but closed to the outside world; to go there now is to learn nothing of his boyhood four centuries ago except that the sky was visible in narrow blue bands above the alleys, that the fish market was close, that the cathedral bells were clankingly audible.

We could say he led a sheltered life. At eleven, Velázquez moved a few streets across town to become the star pupil in the studio of the artist and scholar Francisco de Pacheco – ‘a gilded cage of art’ an early biographer called it – qualifying as a master six years later. At eighteen, he married Pacheco’s daughter, which might seem convenient or prudent, but who knows what was in his heart. Nothing much is learned about his bride except that her name was Juana and she may (or may not) have been the model for a painting of the Virgin Mary. One early trip to Madrid in search of patrons was unsuccessful, but the next produced an immediate commission from the teenage Spanish king, Philip IV. Velázquez was hired as royal painter to the court, over the heads of more senior artists, in 1624. He now lived in a larger gilded cage. Many people thought his art was some kind of magic. Apart from two hard-won trips to Rome, from one of which he attempted not to return, he never left Spain and scarcely travelled outside the court, where he was eventually promoted to the rank of King’s High Chamberlain. This is what the early documents tell us, at any rate, but they reduce a life at least as complex and profound as any other to a childish fable.

But pass through the looking glass into the world of his art and Velázquez becomes visible straight away, literally so in Las Meninas. Here the painter presides like a father figure over the bright party he has conjured, a man of intense tact and restraint who is clearly holding back, stepping into the shadows, not the spotlight. Nonetheless he is making an appearance, and in the full regalia of office too – tucked into his belt is the emblematic master key that opens every door of the Alcázar (freedom of the palace, highest honour); emblazoned on his doublet is the red cross of the Knights of Santiago, the noble order to which he was eventually elected. Around him are his colleagues and friends, as well as his royal employer in the person of the little princess. Here is Velázquez’s life – and what the painting declares (among all its infinite nuances) is that this life, like the scene itself, was entirely made by his art.

It is beyond belief that people should say, as they frequently do, that the painter gives nothing away in this self-portrait. Look at the little dots of pigment on his palette: they echo the chain of faces in the room, as well as the colours needed to make the painting, repeating the central compositional truth that the artist is responsible for everything you see. Look at the way Velázquez paints his tapering fingers as if they were brushes. Look at the actual brush; that it is no more than a darting streak of white, the one mark that is illegible at any distance and yet so sharply itself, feels like the subtlest of quips. The whole painting has been set in motion by its delicate tip – which effectively vanishes. No other artist before or since has made the paradox of painting so manifest, the strange idea that three dimensions can be persuasively portrayed on a flat sheet of cloth with paint colours and a brush; or, in his case, that fixed pictures can represent the mobile, ever-changing world around us to such a pitch and yet themselves dissolve into flux.

Given the existence of Las Meninas, it does not seem so bad that we have scarcely a single document that gives any sense of Velázquez’s inner life.

About his professional career a great deal is known. One memoir was published during the artist’s own lifetime, another written when people who knew him were still alive to give their recollections. Both are brief, just single chapters in longer books, and the second makes shameless use of the first. But they are the starting point of all our knowledge to this day, the vital biographical sources for anyone in search of Velázquez. John Snare, in 1845, had to search hard for them both.

The first memoir was a seventeenth-century fragment written in Spanish. But Snare was undaunted; he soon had the name of a reputable scholar (Mr Vizer: everyone who ever helps Snare is touchingly named in the pamphlets) who would translate it into English. The second was contained in an influential work much mentioned by Richard Ford and already published in English by 1739: Antonio Palomino’s Lives and Works of the Most Eminent Spanish
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