
[image: image missing]


ALSO BY ROSS KING

Fiction

Ex Libris

Non-Fiction

Brunelleschi’s Dome

Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling


About the Author



Ross King is the author of Brunelleschi’s Dome, a highly praised account of how the Renaissance architect Brunelleschi constructed the dome of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence (voted Non-Fiction Book of the Year by American Independent Booksellers in 2001). He has also written two novels, Domino and Ex Libris. His most recent book is Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling.


DOMINO

Ross King

[image: image missing]



This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN: 9781446466681

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk



Published by Vintage 2003

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Copyright © Ross King 1995

Ross King has asserted his right under the Copyright,

Designs and Patents Act, 1988 to be identified as the author of this work

The illustrations in this book are by John Lawrence

First published in Great Britain in 1995 by

Sinclair-Stevenson

First published in paperback in 1996 by

Minerva

First published in Vintage in 1999

Vintage

Random House, 20 Vauxhall Bridge Road, London SW1V 2SA

Random House Australia (Pty) Limited

20 Alfred Street, Milsons Point, Sydney

New South Wales 2061, Australia

Random House New Zealand Limited

18 Poland Road, Glenfield,

Auckland 10, New Zealand

Random House (Pty) Limited

Endulini, 5A Jubilee Road, Parktown 2193,

South Africa

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

www.randomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library

ISBN 0 099 46455 1




FOR CLAIRE AND IN MEMORY OF JAMES


Contents

Cover

Also by Ross King

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue: London, 1812

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Epilogue: London, 1812

Author’s Note


Prologue: London, 1812

WHEN WAS THE last time, I wonder, that I had a pretty young fellow such as this for an audience?

The boy—for he is hardly more than this—sits on cushions at my feet, looking rather like a student, which perhaps he is: a lissome youth, no more than eighteen years, I shouldn’t think. He wears white robes—his conception of the toga virilis, I suppose—and leather sandals, a laurel of vine leaves (Lord knows where he found that) behind his ears. He is emulating a Greek or Roman theme, as are so many other guests at tonight’s masquerade: satyrs, minotaurs and the occasional Caesar or Neptune dash to and fro, up and down Lord W—’s lengthy corridors. Occasionally a reveller pokes a masked face through the lintelled door before apologetically retreating, leaving the two of us alone in our small chamber.

Why in the midst of this happy assembly the boy should be sharing my company may appear something of a mystery, for it must be admitted that I, George Cautley, am nothing at all to look at.

True, I am tall enough, but my withered neck projects my head forward as if in perpetual deference to an invisible set of timber beams, and my elongated limbs are barely the circumference of the oaken walking-stick I must use to support myself. I have been informed by unkind urchins that my nose bears a strong resemblance to a powder-horn (though no powder-horn of my acquaintance has ever been covered so with warts and carbuncles) and, in complexion, to a grape. A powdered tie-wig conceals the sharp outcrops of my bald crown, but not, alas, the better part of two thick, overgrown ears, from which sprout great tufts of grey hair. My pate beneath the wig has sallowed where it is not dotted with great black freckles, some of which appear with only slightly less profusion on the puckered surfaces of my forehead and cheeks. My eyes are dim and grey, quenched in rheum, which occasionally drips like candle-wax down the wattles of my face, and my mouth is perpetually contracted into a grimace on account of the loss many years ago of the majority of my teeth. Those few that survive discover themselves only upon those rare occasions when I twist my unpleasant countenance into a smile or, more frequently, a snarl.

No: I am nothing at all to look at, even for someone in the sixtieth year of his life. Fortunately, however, most of my infelicities of appearance can be disguised this evening—hidden behind a mask or concealed beneath the folds of my long black cloak. A person might not detect on first scrutiny whether I am young or old, handsome or ugly, nor even, indeed, whether a gentleman or a lady. This is the whole point, of course: I am at a masquerade. And what are masquerades for but to hide our true selves from one another, or even from ourselves?

But I am under no illusions about my young companion. This pretty fellow is not the least bit interested in me, whatever he may think hides behind my vizard. He is not even looking at me (blast him!), for his attention is engaged by a much prettier face, which I have put into his hands. This portrait brought us together a few moments before, amidst the whirling dancers in the salon: a porcelain miniature, the product of my own craftsmanship. I had dropped it on the floor—quite by accident, I assure you—and when it met with the toe of a dancer’s buckled shoe this keen youth was gallant enough to retrieve it from its ultimate resting-place beneath our host’s mahogany chess table. As he presented it to me his shy glance fell for a fatal second upon the face: and this face never fails to produce the same effect in shy young men. Believe me—for I was once a shy young man, exactly like him.

‘Who is she, pray tell?’ He now looks from the miniature to me, then back to the beautiful lure cupped in his palm. Such a combination of heedless alacrity and appealing mauvaise honte! ‘Is the likeness a correct one? Why, she’s the most beautiful lady in the world! Pray, sir, does she still live?’

I raise my hand to prohibit this rush of inquiry, and his pretty face suffuses with red. I pour out cups of gooseberry wine and pass one to him, relieving him at the same time of the effigy, which I return, despite his objections, to the folds of my Venetian cloak. Outside the door laughter from the other masks trills in the gallery and in the octagonal salon, where a string quartet entertains an assembly of goddesses, wood-nymphs and other dissembling selves.

Perhaps it is an effect of this partiality for the Ancients, but sitting at my feet, his vizard removed, the youth looks like Correggio’s painting of Ganymede: a tender half-grown boy, all pink flesh, fat curls, and wide eyes the colour of acorns. Ganymede... Yes: for want of his true name I shall call him Ganymede, since this is the very name given me many years before—in this very room, as it happens, and when I was of his tender years—by the woman whose portrait he has been admiring.

‘So you are more interested in her,’ I say, ‘more interested in the miniature than you are in me, the artist.’

Once again he prepares to object, but I do not afford him the opportunity.

‘Very well,’ I tell him. ‘I understand. You are slain by her face. Well then. Yes: the likeness is accurate, if I do not overrate my talent. I have captured her face perfectly, if I may say so myself. I was in love with her at the time, which may explain the particular animations of colour and line.’

‘So beautiful,’ Ganymede repeats, rather superfluously, and I wonder briefly if I am envious or pleased that my little trinket has become an object of such desire.

‘In answer to your second question,’ I continue, ‘no, she is not living. She has been dead for more than forty years. You are in love with the face of a dead woman,’ I pronounce a little violently, for I wish to shock him, to see his pretty face again turn the colour of the gooseberry wine. ‘Yes! That pretty neck you have been admiring so fondly was snapped at Tyburn in front of a vulgar multitude.’

‘She was a criminal? Impossible!’

‘Even a beautiful lady may be a criminal,’ I reply, striving to sound cynical and worldly.

‘But... who was she?’ Curiosity has overcome his trepidations, or whatever an old man like myself, ugly and unknown, is capable of inspiring. ‘Please—what was her name?’

‘Her name you will not recognise,’ I tell him as I light my pipe with a taper. ‘I knew her as Lady Beauclair. Yet she also had another name, one by which the pamphlets, broadsheets and ballads proclaimed her “monstrous crime” on the corner of every street.’

‘Monstrous crime...? You must tell me her history,’ he commands.

I offer him my pouch of tobacco, but he demurs. I puff for a moment in silence.

‘Please, sir, tell me her history,’ he repeats.

‘Her history is my history,’ I finally tell him. ‘You cannot hear about her without first hearing about me. I must declare my own interest in the matter. I cannot tell you about her without first telling you about myself.’

‘Then tell me,’ says Ganymede, preserving his attitude on the cushions, anxious to be swept into the tumultuous clouds and perilous draughts of an unknown world.

When was the last time, I wonder once more, that my audience was a youth such as this one, so handsome and eager?

‘I first met her here,’ I begin slowly, ‘in this house, on a night such as this. There was a company and music. The dress was even more extravagant in those days. I had sustained a small injury, and she brought me into this same chamber...’

But now through the doorway I suddenly glimpse our host, Lord W—, crossing along the gallery. An insupportable young monster with the manners of a French privateer, dressed for the occasion as a general. Perhaps he presumes, a little traitorously, to represent Bonaparte. Catching my eye, he frowns from behind his mask, his eyes crossing, his tongue protruding itself in a most vulgar manner.

‘I cannot continue here,’ I tell my new friend. ‘But if you should call upon me at my lodgings tomorrow evening...’

‘Tomorrow evening I may not wish to know,’ he promptly replies. ‘I may have forgotten her face by then. Perhaps I shall walk out of this room now and see another face which will make me forget hers for ever.’

So my Ganymede is a coquette.

‘That is true,’ I agree. ‘But should you come to my rooms tomorrow I warrant you will never forget her.’

‘That is a very great thing to promise, especially to a young man. Perhaps,’ he adds, ‘it is too great a thing to promise.’

Finishing his cup, he bounds to his feet and, with a rustle of his white gown, disappears through the lintelled portal into a thronging pantheon of costumed deities.

I remain in the chamber long enough to drain the gooseberry wine and tap the ashes of my pipe into the cold fireplace. Then, extinguishing the lone candle on the sideboard and adjusting my domino, I too pass into the salon.

After a moment I spy Ganymede dancing with a tall shepherdess, the daughter of an old peer who has retired to the luxury of his Jamaican estates. Insolent young man! But then, suddenly melancholy, I envy the two of them their youth, their vanity, and whatever they may feel for one another, no matter how false it is, or how brief.

Yet my sentiments become more charitable and optimistic an hour later when Ganymede unexpectedly brushes up against me as I prepare to depart. Raising his vizard and tugging on the sleeve of my domino, he whispers: ‘Tomorrow, then. Nine o’clock...’


One

I SHALL BEGIN at the beginning. I was born in the village of Upper Buckling, in the county of Shropshire, in the year 1753. Before my birth a gypsy fortune-teller predicted to my mother that I should become a prosperous merchant or a noble statesman. My mother, fortunately, set little store by such pagan superstition, being the wife of a clergyman; and this indeed was the profession she was content to reserve for me despite these intimations of future grandeur. My reverend father likewise refused to believe that the clues to our characters resided in tea-leaves or in the palms of our hands—as the gypsy had confidently asserted—but, rather, held they were to be discovered in our faces: in the conformation of the head, the situation therein of the eyes, the length of the nose, the width of the lips, the shape of the eyebrows, the angle of the jaw. He expended a good many years and a great amount of stationery establishing the irrefutability of this hypothesis, the final fruit of which was a learned treatise entitled The Compleat Physiognomist. What of my own lot in life he may have glimpsed in the blots, blemishes and truculent expressions of my youthful visage he did not reveal, but in any event he was agreed with my mother on the choice of my future occupation. This prospect I did not contemplate with enthusiasm, but as a second son I relented to their wishes, however unprepossessing they were to my imagination, which instead prompted dreams of literary fame or of the popular applause I would achieve with my paintbrush in the salons and exhibition halls of the Continent.

My prospects for the clergy changed, however, with the death of my elder brother William. At eighteen years William had been purchased a commission in the army, but this career was soon terminated in battle beneath the falls of the Mississippi by the musket-ball of an Indian chieftain. Then, altering my course still further, in the following spring William was followed to the grave by my father, claimed by a fever, The Compleat Physiognomist sadly incomplete. Since my father had entertained a philosophical carelessness to financial affairs, believing that the positive reception of his treatise would obviate the need for all worries in this area, my mother was left without a groat. Under these altered circumstances it was resolved that upon attainment of my seventeenth year I should depart for London, there to foster an alliance with my kinsman Sir Henry Pollixfen. Besides being my mother’s cousin, Sir Henry was also a man of wealth and civil rank; the very sort of gentleman, in short, whose public stature the gypsy’s prophecy had implausibly reserved for me.

Before setting out in the world I was made to comprehend that preparatory to any future establishment through my kinsman I should require the offices of the most cautious diplomacy, as civil contact between the families had lapsed at the time when my mother first received the addresses of my father, and then had ceased altogether upon their marriage. The causes of this breach, now entering its third decade, I understood to be a patch of arable land adjoining the estates of my maternal grandfather, as well as an eligible young man who had been legally attached to it. To my grandfather’s dismay, this young gallant had not, however, been attached to the fancy of my mother, who remained devoted to my father, deaf to every advice or threat.

So it was that on the morning following my seventeenth birthday I set out for London, bearing with me on the packsaddle twelve guineas, one suit of clothes, three ruffled shirts, two pairs of worsted stockings, my paintbox, the stained and furling manuscript of The Compleat Physiognomist, and a three-cornered hat which in a former service had protected the more heavily lined brow of this treatise’s author. That is to say, I carried with me everything I owned in the world, and on the strength of these slender qualifications, and of my mother’s letter of introduction to my honoured kinsman, I precipitated myself into the unfathomed depths of that mighty city.

My only other resource in London was my friend Topsham, or Lord Chudleigh as I now could call him. Toppie’s acquaintance and subsequent avowals of friendship had followed from my father’s performance of various sacred duties for the previous Lord Chudleigh, the last of which, two summers before, involved burying him. Toppie then succeeded to large estates not only in Shropshire but also in County Cork, as the legacy of a forebear’s devotion to Cromwell. Determined to live among the highest company, he arrived in London some weeks after me, though his route from Shropshire had been more prolonged and adventuresome than my own, encompassing regions from Paris to Constantinople. Then, too, before repairing to London he had lingered for two months on the Portuguese coast, for after a year of dissipating studies in the less salubrious climates of the Continent he had found it necessary to recruit his health with the assistance of a painful course of mercury.

Upon his first arrival in the capital Toppie faithfully sought out my humble rooms in the Haymarket, above the wigmaker’s shop; or, rather, his footman sought me out, dropping his new master’s engraved card through the shop door. Many times thereafter Toppie promised to introduce me to Persons of Quality (as he called them), who, he said, would be most anxious to provide me with material assistance once they appreciated the quality of my landscapes and portraitures. The generosity of this kind offer was not lost on me, as my kinsman had so far remained impervious to my several advances. A good face may be, as The Compleat Physiognomist stated, ‘a letter of recommendation to its bearer’, but Sir Henry, alas, declined to peruse this particular document however desperately it was offered, preferring to conduct our correspondence through the person of a tall and saturnine porter, who upon my last visit to the handsome residence in Queen’s Square had threatened to cudgel me should these entreaties persist. The continuing sad issue of this affair therefore predisposed me to accept Toppie’s invitation to accompany him to a drum held at the residence of Lord W—, a peer well known for his convivial social habits, though somewhat infamous in the beau monde on account of his family history.

It was at this ball, two months into my sojourn in London, that I first made the acquaintance of Lady Petronella Beauclair and her ambiguous companion Tristano. These names are not so well known today as they once were; indeed Tristano, once so notorious, the subject of scandal and gossip, of pamphlets and broadsheets, was an old man, all but forgotten by the time I met him; and each has now been dead for more than four decades. I alone remain to tell the story of their lives, which for a few short months swept like comets within the orbit of my own, changing that orbit for ever.

Without compromising the remainder of my memoirs I shall inform you (if it not be already too apparent) that I did not become a prosperous merchant or a noble statesman, nor even a poet or an eminent painter. And neither was I to find any material assistance at the hands of my kinsman Sir Henry Pollixfen. It seems that I have spent the entirety of my life belying the gypsy’s prophecy. I am, I shall confess at the outset, a murderer; and even those possessing no knowledge of my crime—for which I have been punished by my conscience alone—would say I have become a debauched creature, a monster of moral abomination reviled by all who pretend to virtue or goodness. Yet I merely ask you to restrain judgement and to hear my history, or Lady Beauclair’s history, or Tristano’s—whatever the case may be.


Two

UNDER OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES I might have pursued my way on foot, for Lord W—’s house stood in St James’s Square, a short distance from my lodgings above Mr Sharp’s shop. Yet the invitation having come from him, Toppie saw fit to bear the expense of hiring transport—he had not yet purchased the ostentatious equipage for which he later became known—and so at nine o’clock the two of us clattered through the Haymarket in two glass-chairs borne by burly and sweating chair-men.

I should admit straight away that after two months in London the assembly was my first excursion into polite society. This may perhaps explain, if not exactly excuse, some of what follows. True, I had been several times to Ranelagh Gardens in Chelsea, where I paid half a crown for the privilege of walking round the Rotunda or watching fireworks in the presence of Persons of Quality; and the previous week I drank to the King’s health with Toppie and several of his new friends after a concert at Vauxhall Gardens. But more often than not I kept only the more humble and sober company of Mr Sharp and his family, which made up for in quantity what it may have lacked in quality. This attachment was one Toppie sought to discourage: for, as he frequently reminded me, no wigmaker with seven mouths to feed could have any particular wish to commission a portrait or a landscape.

As we approached the house, situated in a moonlit square lined with chariots, phaetons, sedan-chairs, and polished coach-and-fours spattered with the mud of the country, Toppie became liberal in his assurances about the female acquaintance I might make at tonight’s drum. I listened with much eagerness to his descriptions of Miss This and Lady That, for I was not always so ugly as I am now, and deep within my breast I harboured shy hopes of matrimony. He also provided encouragements regarding the quality of the company I could expect to meet and intimated that, if I created a favourable impression, there would be many faces willing to avail themselves of my pencil and paints. He spoke, furthermore, of the famous painter of portraits and founding member of the Royal Academy, Sir Endymion Starker, who, he surmised, would be in attendance tonight. He declared that there was not a famous visage in London, and scarcely one in all of Europe, that had not been reproduced by Sir Endymion’s deft brush: Lord North, the Duke of Grafton, Edmund Burke, Lord Rockingham, the Marquês de Pombal, Madame de Pompadour, even King George himself—each, and many more besides, had apparently sat to this distinguished gentleman at one time or another.

‘I have met Sir Endymion once or twice,’ Toppie said, ‘and should I see him, George, I shall introduce you, be sure of that.’

As we disembarked into the cooling air—it was early September—these words, like those of the gypsy fortune-teller, swelled into a promise that, for the moment, it seemed impossible to betray.

When Toppie announced himself at the door we were admitted into the house by a liveried footman who relieved us of our hats. This old sentinel courteously submitted a low bow, though it seemed as if he may have regarded my father’s weathered tricorne and several of my other accoutrements with less esteem than he pretended. For the occasion Toppie had furnished me with one of his coats and a pair of gold-buckled shoes, to which Thomas, his footman, had with great vigour applied a rag and polish. Still, my waistcoat and breeches did not perhaps suit the occasion, and, moreover, had seen regular duty on Sunday mornings for a year or two already, a service betrayed more conspicuously than I would have preferred.

Upstairs we discovered the company assembled in a splendid salon with a corniced ceiling and walls festooned with scrolling acanthus leaves, golden sheaves and wreaths of honeysuckle. Toppie introduced me to several ladies of degree, who dropped deep curtsies and politely favoured my addresses with lowered eyes. I was on the point of engaging myself with one of them for a future minuet, when Toppie excused us and drew me into an octagonal room with red velvet walls and antique marble busts on brackets. Here a singer acclaimed for the quality of her mezzo-soprano voice had just completed an aria, and her audience now picked up their cards to resume the game of ombre.

‘She’s not come,’ Toppie muttered into his lace cravat, in some despair.

He had been induced to attend the drum by Lady Sacharissa Lascelles, or, rather, by the prospect of seeing her again. He had made her acquaintance the previous evening as we played Dutch-pins at the Adam and Eve Tea Gardens in Tottenham Court Road. I immediately suspected that Lady Sacharissa, the daughter of a newly created peer, had made a vivid impression in his breast, for in her presence his play had been elated and uncharacteristically competitive.

I pursued him back into the crowded salon, where we partook in a glass of punch. As we drank, Toppie indicated the names and ranks of various dignitaries in attendance; but these intelligences abruptly ceased when his attention came to rest at last on the visage of Lady Sacharissa, who was in animated intercourse across the room with a small party of gamblers. Excusing himself, he crossed beneath the chandelier, and soon after the two of them were curtsying and bowing to each other.

I turned my attention to the other guests. ‘Persons of the highest quality’, Toppie had called them, in a reverential undertone, as we ascended the processional staircase, a marble cascade flowing between pairs of fluted columns. These were the richest, most noble, most dazzling figures of the beau monde, all of them perfumed and powdered, equipped with gold-laced hats and silver-hilted swords, attired from top to toe in their finest ruffled and brocaded court dress. Here or there a necklace of diamonds, the glittering spoil of India or Araby, could be seen sparkling on a white bosom, while on another’s alp of elaborately dressed hair rubies caught the candle-light as she laughed with a fine young gentleman who displayed a beauty-patch on a rouged cheek. Some of the ladies, I noted in amazement, had submitted themselves to a most ostentatious fashion, for bouquets of fresh flowers, bunches of grapes, young vegetables and tiny models of coaches and horses sprouted from, hung upon, or else cantered across, their décolleté bodices and beautiful fountains of hair. What, I wondered, might the good and sober matrons of Upper Buckling think of these practices?

More incredibly, some of the gentlemen also flaunted monstrous eccentricities of dress that surpassed all wonted bounds of fashion. Their exceedingly tight waistcoats and breeches bore the bold stripes of African zebras or the bright colours of peacocks and canary-birds, and from their pockets emerged gold or silver fob-chains of prodigious length, upon which loops oscillated one—and sometimes two—pocket-watches of seemingly inconvenient measure. In one hand these creatures clasped tiny spyglasses, through which they peered rather critically at the company; in the other, canes of fantastic length, decorated with yellow tassels. The spyglasses or canes were intermittently set aside, so that these fellows might smooth the silk neckties fastened with great bows under their chins or adjust the bearing of the tiny cocked hats perched upon the periwigs that rose to such portentous heights above their brows. Then, having settled the composition of these accoutrements, and having spotted some person of their fancy through the spy-glasses, they set off across the salon in odd, tiptoeing gaits, as if their snug breeches and tiny diamond-buckled shoes caused them the most dreadful pinches and pains.

But—elsewhere—such fine dress! Such noble physiognomies! I recognised a man who held an eminent rank in the Commons conversing with a famous stage-actor who had recently acted the part of Othello in Drury Lane; beside them an old duchess, a friend to the King, exchanged gossip with an admiral and an ambassador, both in full periwigs of grey hair; and immediately to my left a peer famed for adventurous amatory practices was executing a deep bow before a tall woman whose face was obscured behind a black mask.

The only guest who appeared bereft of any wealth, bearing or distinction—apart from myself, that is—was an elderly gentleman whose attention was fully engrossed by his shoe-buckles. Though dressed in a powdered wig and elegant habiliments that comported with the occasion, his shrunken limbs and withered face subtracted greatly from their effect, the latter being the colour and texture of the shrivelled skin on a dish of one of my mother’s less successful custards. So wrinkled was he, indeed, and so sickly was his hue, that he looked like an embalmed Egyptian. He occupied a rush-bottomed chair by a window, to which, when his admiration of his buckles momentarily subsided, he took occasional recurrences, as if anticipating uneasily the arrival of a particular guest.

Yet so unprepossessing was this personage that soon I forgot about him and turned my attention to the other, happier, guests. After the dancing commenced, and after a second cup of punch, I took it upon myself to join the couples disporting themselves on the dance-floor. However, much of the company had recently been transported from the Long Room at Hampstead, which accounted for a lack of inclination for minuets among the ladies. For when I begged the favour of a dance with several of the young beauties, each graciously pleaded the rigours of this previous assembly. Still, I could not avoid noticing how each found herself sufficiently revived several minutes later when prevailed upon by the young peer.

Resigning my pretensions, I presently found myself in the company of three men who, having witnessed my ill luck with the ladies, demonstrated their sympathy by courteously inviting me to their card-table to take a hand at whist. When I confessed my ignorance of the game—for, remember, I was of the household of a clergyman—one of the gentlemen patiently explained its concepts and rules while another disembarrassed me of my cup, which he kindly replenished. We played for a time at threepence a game, and, being swift of apprehension, I acquitted myself with some expertise and soon found myself wealthier by half a crown. I received the handsome congratulations of my new friends, who commended me as a clever youth. They pleaded to be allowed to retrieve their losses, and I speedily agreed, for I was enjoying their company, and the goddess Fortune had thus far gazed upon me with favour. We doubled the stakes and resumed play. I had every expectation of improving my winnings, but after one auspicious game the goddess displayed some fickle behaviour and then finally forsook me altogether in favour of Mr Larkins, one of my antagonists, a gentleman bearing a spyglass and tasselled cane. In due course I was relieved not only of my half-crown but of the remainder of my capital as well. My companions would have permitted me to recover my losses, but I was forced to explain the unhappy condition of my purse.

‘For you must understand that I am a poor artist,’ I said, ‘who has as yet to make his impression in the world. But I am reckoned to possess a fine skill in portraiture,’ I felt it wise to append to my confession, ‘and so have great hopes for the future.’

This speech my companions did not regard with indifference.

‘I have seen evidence that you are a clever youth,’ responded the partner of Mr Larkins, a gentleman in a claret-coloured waistcoat with a silver brocade. He roused himself to my rescue upon the mention of my occupation, which he seemed to endorse with a sympathetic smile. Beneath its heavy application of powder and its mouse-skin beauty-patch his face bore all the symptoms of a good and kindly disposition. ‘I do not doubt you will improve your state,’ he continued, ‘both in the game and in your profession; therefore I will advance you a guinea, or, if you wish, two guineas, and we may recommence our play.’

He smiled ever more kindly as he opened a weasel-skin purse, drew out some coins and pushed them across the table. I reflected upon how unmannerly I would seem should I refuse this generous offer, and indeed I had been enjoying myself tremendously; accordingly, I did not scruple to accept the coins. Once again we doubled the stakes, this time at my own request, and cheerfully continued our play, each of us fortified by a tobacco-pipe and another cup of punch. However, the goddess was not so benevolent towards me as my opponent had been, for she demonstrated further capricious behaviour and presently did with the gentleman’s two guineas what she had with my half-crown. Thus once again I was obliged to empty my purse and acknowledge my losses.

My opponents sympathised mightily. Mr Larkins and his partner both conjectured that this singular desertion by Fortune could only be of a temporary nature, and both now graciously offered the assistance of their purses. Prevailed upon in so generous a manner I accepted three more guineas from the same weasel-skin purse, promising as I did so to repay the earlier loan as well. Despite my best efforts, however, I suffered further calamities and discovered myself unable to discharge either obligation. The gentleman in the claret waistcoat nevertheless accepted his loss of five guineas with great equanimity, naming a house in St Alban’s Street at which, if I found the arrangement convenient, I could present myself for repayment in two days’ time.

‘But I don’t have five guineas in the world,’ I should have confessed to the kind gentleman. Yet I feared this admission of a lack of security would appear a breach of his good faith and kindness. So I assured him I found his proposal suitable, whereupon he exchanged smiles with Mr Larkins, who was dropping his winnings into his purse, and Mr Storch, a more taciturn gentleman, who had been my partner and who had been inflicted with similar losses.

‘Now we must take leave of your company,’ said the gentleman from St Alban’s Street as the three of them stood in unison and knocked the ashes from their pipes, ‘but I shall look forward to your call next week, Cautley, and not only, I may say, for the sake of my five errant guineas. You should ask for Sir Endymion Starker,’ he finished, before the three of them disappeared into the press of hoop-skirts, bustles and tasselled canes.

The discovery that I had lost five guineas to Sir Endymion Starker, a gentleman who had painted the faces of so many Persons of Quality, including that of the King himself, had, as you may well imagine, a most profound effect upon me. For the next few minutes I am sure that my face was a study in contrasts: a mixture of eager anticipation and acute dismay. Yet when I considered how I now had an engagement with so great a Person of Quality as Sir Endymion Starker, a paragon of my aspiring profession, it seemed that perhaps Fortune had not dealt me such a miserable hand of cards after all.

Removing myself from the card-table I assumed one of the beech chairs by a window, from where, partially obscured by a heavy damask curtain, I pondered how I might redeem and even ingratiate myself at this conference. In the midst of my contemplations I realised I had commanded a chair next to the old gentleman whom I had earlier remarked. No longer preoccupied with either his shoe-buckles or the window, this forlorn soul seemed to have fallen asleep, providing me with the opportunity to study him more closely. His stature appeared to be a little below the middle size, but despite the exiguous limbs, which tapered into tiny hands and feet, his belly was prominent beneath a gosling-green waistcoat. The custard-skin face was of small dimensions, but for a fleshless nose that bore a strong likeness to the bill of a sparrow-hawk. This crooked beak passed at its lowest point within a fraction of the strutting protuberance of a hairless chin, and in doing so all but concealed a mouth of the minutest calibre. Every




























Epilogue: London, 1812

MY GANYMEDE FROWNS, his gaze travelling from the miniature to me, then back to the miniature. Then, suddenly impatient, it returns to me.

‘And...?’ he prompts.

Wearied, I close my eyes. In truth I had almost forgotten him.

‘Please’—I am drawing to the dirtied wall—‘shall we rest for a short time?’

So we stand for a moment in St Martin’s Lane, horses and wheel traffic moving past us, south into the Seven Dials. their cloppings and grindings muffled by straw. The lights before us, to the north, are those of St Giles High Street, or rather, I should, I believe, say Broad Street; for the names, like the appearances, are forever changing. Will the building yet stand? Will I even recognise it if it does?

‘How much longer?’ He is impatient for our journey—both our walk and my story—to end.

‘Not long now, not long. So,’ I say after a moment as, at his anxious behest, we resume our walk, I with one hand on my stick, the other upon his shoulder, ‘you would know what that scrap of paper read? You would know the truth, would you, inscribed in the vellum pages of the register stored in one of the mustier chambers of the Abbey? Perhaps you think these words are more incontrovertible than those of the pamphlets and broadsheets? That they present a “true and genuine narrative”.’ I see his impatient expression and continue: ‘Very well, very well. I once believed so, too—that something such as this might remove the mask that obscured her face. Well, then—you shall know what proof I found, if proof it was.’

‘Yes?’ Beneath the passing oil lamp—for there are none of the new gaslights here, that has not changed—his face, turned to me, has become avid, expectant.

‘A female child, baptized Petronella Hannah—’

‘Ahh...’

‘—whose godfather was signed “Captain John Smith”. Who that might have been I do not know. The register gave no details of parentage. The mother, I learned, wore a mask during her lying-in. Quite common in such cases, so that the midwives, notorious gossips, could not—’

‘So Robert Hannah,’ he interrupts, ‘was the invention.’

‘At this point it mattered not to me which was the invention,’ I tell him. ‘What mattered was that the invention, as you call it, could be separated from the true identity. That an identity, whatever it was, might be proved, settled. Either the one or the other. For I did not wish to see again the disjunction I had glimpsed through the opened window of A Lady by Candle-light.’ I pause, breathing heavily from our pace. ‘And so perhaps I was seeking the truth no more than Eleanora was, and in the end I saw only what I wished to see.’

A perplexed frown. ‘What do you mean?’

I halt again. At last I see the steeple—the stone lobster’s tail—of St Giles-in-the-Fields.

‘What do you mean?’ he repeats, ever impatient for explanation.

After the punishment of a suitable pause I say: ‘You have heard of those instruments known as Claude glasses? No? Of course not—you do not paint. I have one in my lodgings, I believe... if it was not thrown overboard with the rest of the jetsam—my paintbox and brushes—when I abandoned my old trade and took up my new one.’ His look grows more cross and impatient. My breathing labours. ‘Small optical instruments, like opera glasses. If one held it to the eye its curved lenses reshaped the scene to present a prospect like those found in the poetic landscapes of the painter Claude Lorrain. Turned an ordinary scene into a poetic spectacle; everything tamed, ordered, arranged, familiar.’

He is not listening to this. ‘No. I mean—the female child.’ He is pondering. ‘Why, then, she must have been—why, almost fifty years of age by the time...!’ He shakes his head, as if in disbelief at some youthful ignorance. ‘Then—this was her secret, the one she was affrighted you would pierce?’ His voice is almost triumphant. ‘The reason for her many paints and masks and deceptions.’

‘Stay—patience.’ We are walking again. I am thinking: Why must the young, who have so much time...?

‘You returned to London,’ he prompts.

After another pause: ‘London, yes. Some months later, yes.’

‘You saw her again?’

For the first time since our walk commenced—some ninety minutes earlier in Peter Street, near the new penitentiary in Tothill Fields—I feel a soft jab of pain in my stomach, in those vital regions where I am wounded. Tonight on our way to St Giles we have walked through Pall Mall, Piccadilly, the Haymarket—all of them now gaslit, bright—yet none of these precincts into which I now so rarely enter, and never without a sense of loss, quite disturbs me like these thoughts of what I did not do, did not see.

‘No,’ I reply. ‘Not even at the end. Not even at the last.’

‘The end?’ He holds the miniature aloft. The countenance is illuminated by a hissing lamp, then darkened by shadow as we move on. ‘But...?’

‘Painted through memory.’ The steeple to our right has shifted closer. ‘Through that most distorting glass of all.’

‘But—the end, sir. He is almost pleading. To walk so slowly seems painful to him. ‘Still you have not told me why she was hanged. She was hanged, this Petronella Hannah?’

‘Patience.’ I shy my white-gloved hand in an arc. The jab of pain remains. And the memory, that warping glass, remains—even though I myself did not go to Tyburn upon that morning. And with good reason, for in that last hour I was in my cell in the New Prison in Clerkenwell, unaware of what was happening. Yes, the officers of justice had finally arrived at my door; or rather, tormented by dreams. I arrived at theirs, confessing my crime. But I did not know as I lay on the stinking pallet and dreamed of the hammering men with their leathern aprons and the nails in their mouths that the scaffold rising at Tyburn, its shadow stretching ever nearer, was not in the end fated to be mine. For I—raving wildly—was judged a lunatic and in time set free. It was deemed I had read of the murder in the broadsheets, which were filled with ballads recounting this notorious stabbing in St James’s Square, the murder of Mr Horatio Larkins of Covent Garden. For the truth is mistaken for a lie as often as a lie is for the truth.

Thus my scaffold was raised for someone else. It was Jeremiah who told me. How he had found me a few days earlier I was not to learn. But find me he did, and that afternoon, admitted by the turnkey, he told me that the procession had left from Newgate Prison at eleven o’clock. That there had been three condemned in three carts led by the sheriff’s carriage. That each sat facing backwards, a prayer-book in hand, the coffin sitting beside like a great wooden violoncello case...

‘I ask you, was she hanged? Lady Beauclair—I mean, Miss Hannah—or whatever she called herself...?’

To his frown I say: ‘And is our name, then, a more reliable mark of identity than our face?’

We have reached Broad Street and turn to our right, Hog Lane opening darkly behind us. I lead now. Into Mr Hogarth’s Gin Lane, everything different. Past the building—is this the one?—where the ladies displayed their scarlet petticoats. I should know the premises; after all, I came to know them well, those ladies, or ones like them. On their account I was flogged and fined and pilloried on more than one occasion (as of course were they, poor souls), but from them, and from my place of resort in Covent Garden—as famous in its day as Tom and Moll King’s Coffee-House or the bagnio of Betty Careless—I once earned my squalid luxuries, my infamous reputation. With them I dazzled and inveigled the young fellows from the country—young fellows very like this one—who were what I once had been. Yes—as many George Cautleys came through my door each evening as I had glimpsed that unforgettable morning in the leaded panes of the Carv’d Balcony Tavern. I wished to remove their masks, those firm expressions of faith; to strip them of their bright illusions Because, far from finding my place in the world, I had become an outcast from it, the ‘uncouth monster’ unable, as Mr Hume had said, to mingle and unite in society, to partake in the happier and more ordinary transactions of human commerce.

Why? How? I realise now that in those brief days spent in the garret Sir Endymion never managed to finish the story of Plato’s cave. The story that ends, I have since learned, with an outcast. For after seeing the wooden cut-outs, the prisoner whose fetters were broken is dragged forcibly from his subterranean home—this place of illusions—to the sunlit surface, where he is blinded by sun. Then upon returning to his place beside his fellows he finds himself blinded by the darkness that once nourished his visions and illusions; and when he speaks to his friends of the forms he has seen, and when he tries to convince them of the falseness—the fakery—of the shadows passing before them, he provokes only their laughter, doubt and disdain.

‘She preferred the former name,’ I say as we advance. ‘That is, Lady Beauclair. I was not privy to how, or why, she invented it. Just as I was not privy to so many of her inventions. And yes,’ I tell him: ‘hanged...’

The route had been lined with people and the bells of St Sepulchre’s were tolling as the procession—for it was exactly that—started up Snow Hill and thence into Holborn. Before the church, nosegays were handed to the condemned through the bars of their carts. Then arms waving, a thousand faces—a wall of people without a chink for a full league; for thirty full minutes. Constables marched on either side of the carts; ballad-mongers at a less restrained pace, bumping into one another as they hawked their broadsheets. Much else for sale, too: stalls selling gin, nuts, apples, gingerbread. Very profitable for business, a hanging. The carts moved through St Giles and along Oxford Street; then past the Pantheon, where a masquerade had been held only the night before, concluding at midnight as the bell knelling the fate of the condemned chimed outside the door to the narrow cell...

‘Inventions?’ He looks at me shrewdly. ‘What do you mean, inventions? Robert, for example?’

‘Ah. Yes—no.’ We have stopped again. My pain is very great; like the pain that Abélard bears for Héloïse. ‘That is, I only know what she told me, which was never enough to clear those clouds of dark suspicion from the sky. But faith, my Ganymede, is erected upon the stones of doubt.’

‘What do you mean, “what she told you”?’

‘There are many reasons, are there not, why in our world a lady should wish to dress as a gentleman? Two of our most accomplished actresses during the last century—Charlotte Charke and Susannah Centlivre—spent much of their working lives dressed as gentlemen. Yes, Mrs Charke, who as a hog merchant, pastry-cook, and valet, for a time imbibed the privileges and liberties—in short, the life—not extended to her sex...’ He for once is silent and I continue: ‘More to the point, then: the story about Mr Larkins and the Globe Tavern I believe to be true—in a sense—though much of that history my lady provided as we walked along Constitution Hill was, of course, deceit and lies. But truth and lies are not opposites or enemies, are they? Rather, neighbours, closely touching—’

‘What lies for example?’ he interrupts, regarding me suspiciously.

‘As I say, they are woven through the fabric of what we like to call truth... You ask for an example? After my discovery in Bath I believed that the “scandal” which drove Robert from the theatre—perhaps you have guessed it?—was merely that he was discovered to be a lady. Discovered to be Petronella rather than Robert—rather like the Violas and Rosalinds he, or she, played on stage. For in this reversible world I thought I might discover the truth merely by turning the lie on its head, by peering through it to see the true shape on the opposite side, as I had peered through the transparent paintings at Vauxhall. I did not remember, alas, how the one image was not easily separated from the other.’

‘A lady dressing as a man—this is no hanging offence,’ he says a trifle impatiently. ‘No—the truth now. Why did she hang?’

I pause. ‘Because of me.’ I then reply.

The cart had been creaking and jerking as it approached the green expanses of Tyburn Lane. Stands about the scaffold—there it was against the trees of Hyde Park, its shadow stretching away—were raked thirty feet high, filled row upon row from top to bottom; four cascades of people. They held as many spectators as—and ones as unruly as those in—the King’s Theatre, also filled last night with many of these same.

The other two were hanged first—a highwayman and a man convicted of coining money—one after the other. Standing on the coffin balanced on top of the cart, a cap over the face, the noose round the neck. Two friends at the ready to perform a last service, to hang from the twitching legs to ensure the swift cracking of the neck, the split-second separation of the vertebrae. Then the horse was slapped and the hooded shape dropped faster than one would have imagined...

The boy’s jaw drops. ‘She was hanged for the murther of Mr Larkins?’

I am coughing—the cold air. Only after a moment am I able to continue: ‘Each had been at the masquerade in the Haymarket. I believe they were lovers—of one sort or another—though it was said they had quarrelled, even fought, upon that evening. Do I wish to believe or to deny that the dispute, whatever it was, had been occasioned by me?’ I close my eyes. ‘A number of maskers came forward as witnesses. And though I was not there I can see so clearly how it must have been, this confused pantomime: the figure in the black domino dressed as Robert struggling with the one in the Turkish costume disguised as Lady Beauclair. As if two halves of a single self have come to blows, each struggling for mastery of the other, each perhaps as great an impostor as the other...’

Leaning heavily against a building, itself leaning as if in sympathetic exhaustion, I open my eyes and wonder: Is this the one? Was it here? These steps, that door? That darkened window above our heads? Or rather that building there? Or this other? I do not know—cannot tell. And as we shall not—as I cannot—proceed any farther in our journey, either forwards or backwards, perhaps I shall never learn, never know. Afterwards I came here—equally lost—in search of Madam Chapuy; but she by that time had died in a cell in Newgate, to which she had been consigned for keeping a common bawdy-house.

‘There was very little evidence,’ I continue. ‘The only witness to the act itself—to my act—was Tristano. And he, perhaps thinking his child was dead, or else—more likely—seeing overlapping this costumed figure on the cobbles two other figures both dead and disappeared, became a lunatic. If in fact he had not already been such for many years. He died shortly thereafter, before the trial.’

‘But surely Eleanora would...?’

I shy my hand more weakly now. ‘I was never to see her again. No,’ I shake my head, ‘no, no—not strictly true. For I saw her face many times, in many windows—as goddesses or mythological queens in copperplate prints engraved from the paintings of Sir Endymion Starker. Perhaps you have seen The Goddess of Truth prompting the Muse of History? That is Eleanora in the centre, robed in white. Yet she would not have spoken the truth. She may even have been happy to see her betrayer hang.’

Cut down, the first corpse had been transported to Hounslow Heath to hang from a gibbet, the second for a more scholarly demonstration in the School of Anatomy in Great Windmill Street. Here in this last place, divested of garments, with the naked flesh exposed to a hovering scalpel, the best-preserved disguises of life are sometimes discovered as the surgeon who raises his blade finds that the specimen he is to dissect before his pupils this morning is not what he had specified; that in the chrysalis of a few garments a strange metamorphosis has occurred...

‘But that Lady Beauclair—!’ Now he shakes his head, though less vigorously. ‘But how—why...?’

‘That first question I can answer; the second, never.’ I lean forward so that my face—so that my purplish and carbuncular nose—is scant inches from his face. ‘She confessed to the murther.’

His face is grown more perplexed, more amazed than ever, his breathing almost as audible as my own wheezing. Had I looked like this—been the mirror of his incredulous countenance—when Jeremiah spoke these same words to me in gaol?

‘The doctor, the apothecary who treated me with fever-few, he was the one responsible, the one who conducted the officers of justice to St Giles. My bloody clothes were discovered in her lodgings, of course. By this time, however, I had already fled. No,’ I say before he can inquire again, ‘I do not know why she did it. Just as I do not know so many other things about her, even now. But I believe it was an act of love—though, as I have said, I only believe what I wish to believe, knowing that, because the heart is so impenetrable, such faith may be an illusion.’

‘“Other things”? What other things?’

I pause. For the first time I realise how late it is grown, notice that the streets are emptying. I glance down at this barely decipherable face, which peers into my own, into what had once been its double; and I see that it, too, is a reflecting glass, for in the clear brow and smooth contours, in the frank eyes and confused smile, I glimpse the outline of my own lost image. Yes—the minds of men, as Mr Larkins had said, are the mirrors of one another...

And suddenly I have no wish to alter this image, to expunge this light. I have no wish to see him vibrate—as I do—in a state of perpetual uncertainty. No: I shall let him believe what he wishes, that appearances coincide with something deeper, more meaningful. That, as Mr Locke writes, one thing cannot have two beginnings, nor two things one. And so I shake my head and do not tell him. He protests, grows angry, threatens to walk away. But still I do not tell him.

I do not tell him that after the hanging, and after my discharge, I returned in great confusion to Bath. I do not tell him that I wondered by this time if either Robert or Lady Beauclair had ever truly existed, or if each had perhaps been a vision sent by an evil genius to plunge me into a doubt from which belief and truth might never arise. I do not tell him that in that musty chamber I read the baptismal register once more and then, no wiser, visited St Swithin’s churchyard, where Lady W— was buried. Where I read another version of her story, inscribed upon a marble tablet erected above a tiny nettle-overgrown stone lozenge. I do not tell him I discovered upon the authority of these tombstones—these stones of doubt—that her ladyship had been buried beside her daughter, Petronella; and that this daughter had not been hanged but—as one of the long-ago broadsheets had declared—perished in her infancy from a fever.

The hangman had placed the cap of black velvet over the face. A disguise placed over another disguise, layer upon layer, like the skin of an onion. How to separate reality, the truth—call it what we will—from its appearance, the mask? Faith from illusion? They are stitched together, the one seamlessly brocading the other.

The horse, its haunches slapped, ran towards the trees, dragging its tiny bumping chariot, the sunlight dancing across its flanks as, behind, the body contorted at the end of the oscillating rope. And as there was no one to hang upon the legs—no one to grasp the stockinged calves above the gold-buckled shoes or below the soft velvet breeches—‘Robert Hannah’, so the broadsheets claimed the next morning, took a very long time in dying. The final words, they said, were—like so much else—indecipherable.

When I open my eyes he is gone, his shadow beneath the oil lamps leaping before him and then orbiting behind as he disappears into St Martin’s Lane. I regret only that I shall no longer have his shoulder to lean upon.

Then I, too, begin walking—slowly, slowly, the skewers of pain sharp as ever. After a few steps I am surprised by my reflection in a shop window and, as the after-image of that lost favour yet floats before my eyes, for a second I do not recognise myself.


Author’s Note

At the end of a novel implying the mutual embroidery of fact and fiction it is potentially embarrassing to unravel a few strands of ‘historical truth’ and present them outside the context of the ‘fiction’ they brocade. But it should be said that although like all historical novelists I attempt to render the period(s) in question as accurately as possible—in terms of, for example, food and fashions, the topographies of London, Venice and Bath, and historical events such as the Act of Parliament mentioned in Chapter Four—as this is a work of fiction certain historical liberties have naturally been taken. Foremost among these liberties is Handel’s opera Philomela. He did not, of course, write an opera of this name or description, much less was such a work performed at the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket, in December 1720. And while the concerts presented by Thomas Britton, the ‘musical small-coals man’, took place much as described and frequently featured Handel’s presence, since Britton died in 1714 I must confess to having kept him alive to create his amusements for six more years. These brazen-faced liberties aside, many of the details concerning Handel and the Royal Academy, such as the performance of Radamisto and the arrivals of Senesino and Bononcini, are based on historical fact. Someone not based in fact, however, is Sir Endymion Starker: some readers may notice how his aesthetic is very close to that of Sir Joshua Reynolds, but the similarities are intended to stop there.

A few words about the castrati. Many of them appeared on the English stage after 1707; Nicolini, Senesino and Farinelli were only the most famous. In 1708, Nicolini (born Nicolo Grimaldi) sang in Scarlatti’s Pirro e Demetrio at the Queen’s Theatre, Haymarket, a performance whose enthusiastic reception was largely responsible for the importation of Italian opera into London in the decades that followed. The performances of the castrati in Italy date back much further. In 1565 they were singing in the Sistine Choir and within a few decades had begun to replace the falsettists. By the middle of the seventeenth century, they were employed in choirs throughout Italy, after the Church’s demand for beautiful music and impoverished parents’ for gold had together overcome qualms about and sanctions against the mutilations to be endured. Since Pope Sixtus V’s prohibition against women on the stage in the Papal States the castrati had been performing secular music as well, and in opera outside these domains they appeared as early as Monteverdi’s La Favola d’Orfeo (1607), thereafter remaining in vogue long enough for Mozart to write for castrato voices in La Clemenza di Tito (1791).

The roles sung by the castrati may strike a modern reader or opera-goer as peculiar, for throughout the eighteenth century they, rather than the basses or tenors, had the privilege of the heroic singing parts: Handel’s Julius Caesar, Gluck’s Orpheus, Cavalli’s Pompey, and so forth. The incongruity of the great masculine rulers of history settling the destiny of nations in women’s voices was not, naturally, overlooked by English satirists. Two of the most articulate and vehement of these were Alexander Pope and Henry Fielding, each of whom regarded opera in general and the castrati in particular as the products of a foreign and decadent culture, and as such inimical not only to the arts in England but an affront to masculinity as well. How the castrati mock or subvert sexual identity is a vexed topic in many of the period’s pamphlets. Playing transvestite roles on the stage as well as (less frequently) in life, they represented extreme examples of disguise, subversion and gender confusion in an age deeply conscious of such disruptions. In the last decade scholarship on gender—Ellen Pollak’s Poetics of Sexual Myth (1985), for example—has suggested that the eighteenth century is the period when modern conceptions of sexual identity came into currency. Another work, Terry Castle’s Masquerade and Civilization (1986), paints a compelling picture of eighteenth-century London as a place of a self-conscious and highly prevalent gender-crossing. This occurs, she argues, primarily at its masquerades and in its theatres—in Covent Garden and the Haymarket—where the topsy-turvy world of carnival fosters transgressions of the wonted distinctions between the sexes and the classes. Regardless of the virtues of either thesis, the paradox that the two seem to present if taken together seems highly suggestive: that sexual identity is created at the same time as it is playfully mocked and even subverted, and that identity is therefore closely linked to disguise, perhaps dependent upon it.

The castrati feature prominently in this process of veiling and unveiling. Their sexual abilities and disabilities, as well as notions of their sexual identity itself, became the subjects of prolific speculation throughout the first half of the eighteenth century. In 1737, for example, a pamphlet alleged that Farinelli (born Carlo Broschi) was a woman in the guise of a man and, what’s more, was pregnant. A generation later the castrato Giusto Ferdinando Tenducci was supposed to have assumed an apparently even more impossible role, that of a father. His alleged fatherhood was reported by, among others, Casanova, who in his Mémoires confesses to having occasionally mistaken transvestite castrati for women. This problem of the castrato’s sexual identity became particularly acute in one of the eighteenth century’s more tragic cases of disguise, that of the transvestite castrato La Zambinella and his pursuit by the French sculptor Sarrasine, who proves less discriminating in the end than the more experienced Casanova. Unacquainted with the practices of Italian opera, the young sculptor mistakes the castrato for a woman and because of his amorous attentions is murdered by La Zambinella’s protector, Cardinal Cicognara. The story is told in Balzac’s ‘Sarrasine’, in which we are informed that by the nineteenth century the operation is no longer practised. In fact the production of castrati did not end until 1870, when the temporal sovereignty of the pope was ended by the Italian armies occupying Rome. The last known castrato, Alessandro Moreschi, died in 1922.

Lastly, a matter of debts. I wish to record my gratitude to Neil Taylor for his editorial assistance and enthusiasm for the novel from its start; and to my wife, Lynn Avery, for faith and support reaching back even farther.
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