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1
The Dream of Perfection

Arcadianism in Renaissance England 1520–1650




ENGLAND IN the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries dreamed of a lost world, an ideal and unapproachable realm of bliss and beauty. That realm had a name – Arcadia – and this book addresses the Arcadian ideal in three connected dimensions: across a long century – the arc of the English Renaissance from its birth in the 1520s to its death in the 1640s; through a family – the Earls of Pembroke, their wives and children, who were in the grip of that ideal over three generations, and whose standing, influence, wealth and appetite for beauty set them at the heart of English culture; and in a place – the great Pembroke estates at Wilton, spreading over 50,000 acres of the Wiltshire downs, a great house, its garden, many manors, villages, parks and hunting grounds in which something of the theatre of Arcadia could be played out. It is the story of a forgotten idealism flowering and then collapsing into the pain and brutality of civil war on the banks of a trout-filled Wiltshire chalkstream.

Looked at in a critical light, the world of the Pembrokes was one which none of us could tolerate now: it put the claims of social order far above any individual rights; it considered privacy, except for the highly privileged, a form of subversion; it was profoundly hierarchical and did not consider either people or the sexes equal; it tolerated vast excess and devastating poverty; it distrusted the idea of the market and would have loathed any suggestion, if anyone had made it, that market forces would somehow create social goods; it thought the poor worthy of pity if they remained within bounds and of punishment should they stray outside them; it distrusted the crown, not because the crown would erode individual freedoms but because it was intent on destroying older aristocratic privileges.

Anti-change, anti-state, anti-market, anti-equality and anti-individual: this first English Arcadia, in other words, set its face against the forces of modernity. It was driven by a hunger for the past and a fear of the future. If the last four hundred years have been shaped by a growth in government, the elevation of individual rights, the erosion of community, the dominance of the market and the destructive exploitation of nature, Arcadianism, the Pembrokes and the world of their estates said no to all of them.

The virtues this Arcadia cherished were the mirror image of all that: an overriding belief in the power and understanding of local community; a trust in the past and its customs; a love of nature not as a commodity to exploit but as a place in which to find rest and comfort; an independence from the power of central government; and a rejection of commercial values, relying instead on the mutuality of communal relationships. It was an organic ideal, a belief not in mutual exploitation but in the balance of different parts of society. To some extent, ever since, these have been the values of the counter-culture, an underlying thread of idealism which has run throughout the history of the modern world.

This form of Renaissance Arcadianism was the fusion of two streams which had been separate in the Middle Ages. They came together for the century this book describes, and diverged again afterwards. The period was a unique moment in English culture, a coming together of high classical ideals with a sense of the good society that was deeply rooted in England’s medieval experience.

The old English stream was one of the lingering afterglows of feudalism. The country, in this view, was less a state than a gathering of individual communities or manors. Within each manor, the lord held sway not as a tyrant but as a father. The wellbeing of the manor depended on an understanding between the lord and his tenants. The lord would offer hospitality, protection and stability. The tenants would offer their labour and part of their goods. The sense of security which came from this rooted hierarchy was communal and depended on obedience and submission to the general good. The good society of the manor was an organism founded on the acceptance by all parties of power on one side and powerlessness on the other. But custom involved an acceptance of rights on all sides and power was to be exercised with justice and grace, just as the defence of the ‘little common wealth’ of the manor was to be conducted with courage and vigour. This social arrangement of mutual but unequal good was the great medieval legacy. Its belief in honour, nobility and duty, beyond mere financial relations, lay at the heart of the idea of the chivalric knight which would play such a part in the aristocracy’s view of themselves in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The classical idea of Arcadia had disappeared in the Middle Ages. Bliss for medieval man was a heavenly not a worldly condition. No picture appears in the Middle Ages of a deliciously heavenly place on earth. When medieval poetry or painting looked at rural life, it was for something charming and simple, not a dream of perfection. Medieval man had to die to be happy.

Throughout Europe, that changed with the rediscovery of the classics in the fifteenth century. As Europe itself began to urbanise, the urban fantasies of classical Rome began to resonate with the cultural elite and Arcadia, a place of rural bliss conceived as an escape from the stresses of the city and the court, could once again take up the role it had played in antiquity. Its particular atmosphere had been, in essence, the invention of Virgil. The Greeks had celebrated two kinds of primitivism: the soft version of the Golden Age, often set in Sicily, where there was plenty and happiness and none of the vices of modernity; and the harder kind, often found in the harsh Greek province of Arcadia in the Peloponnese, a tough, wild mountain country, where there were no comforts and none of the sweetness of groves and purling brooks, but whose shepherds were admirably virtuous and honest and comforted themselves in their primitive lives with their songs and their pipes.

Virgil, in the Eclogues he wrote in the mid-30s BC for his rich Roman audience, fused these two realms. In his hands, Sicily, with the jewelled flowers of its everlasting spring, and the ease of a perfect existence where no work was ever needed and all time could be filled with talk of love, was joined to the Arcadian virtues of plain speaking and honesty, a sense of goodness removed from the slick brutalities of court. Sweetness and virtue became one and that combination is one of the reasons Arcadia could appeal to the great of Renaissance Europe: it held out the possibilities of happiness to the most sophisticated of men and women, a vision of release generated by the very urban, competitive world of which they were a part.

To that imaginary realm of virtuous sweetness, Virgil added another element. Arcadia was not part of heaven. It was an earthly condition and subject to mortality. Even in Arcadia death was there: Et in Arcadia ego. The beauty and perfection was tinged with sadness, and the sadness worked not as a destroyer of the beauty, but as a poignancy, an addition to it, a melancholy sense of the transience of earthly things which served, paradoxically, to enhance them. Virgil’s Arcadia recognised that beauty on the point of disappearance had the added beauty of evening light, of impending loss as a glow on the untouched cheek.

This was the rich and suggestive classical inheritance which the Renaissance took up: perfect, sweet virtue made more perfect in a dropping light. In England, and nowhere more than at Wilton, it became allied to the other vision of perfection, the ideal of wholeness and social calm to be found – at least notionally – in the medieval manor, a world at ease with itself, where custom could govern next year as it had the last.

Subsequently, from the late seventeenth century onwards, this amalgam of classical and medieval inheritance bifurcated again. Arcadianism in the eighteenth century lost its social dimension. In the making of the great parks, and in the taste for the refined Meissen figures or Fragonard prettinesses, the pink-cheeked shepherdess and her satin-suited swain, set in the smoothed contours of the English landscape school, the slick of suavity around a Palladian house and the most expensive wallpaper ever devised, there was no political or social freight, beyond at least the expression of gentlemanly ease. Arcadia in the eighteenth century became décor, not a hope for society. Its money-cushioned languor became a commodity, to be bought, an accessory to market-success, not a criticism of individualism, market or state. This eviscerated Arcadianism became effete, the symbol of everything against which the hunger of the Romantics for a vivid reality would react. Eighteenth-century Arcadia had lost its soul and become the country in a Savile Row suit, decorated with hermitages and tree clumps which were no more than pale, polite ghosts of their great Renaissance forebears.

Before that sleek compendium of good taste conquered the world, there was another Arcadia, a knobblier, more complex, more troubled and more vital thing, amalgamating those classical and medieval inheritances and as a result having a life across an extraordinarily wide range. Everything from land and estate management to hunting, the way you stood, the way you dressed, the way you loved and married, architecture, garden design, poetry, drama, painting, court politics, attitudes to the common law, royal authority and the constitution were caught in its coils. The idea of the perfect world was far more than an aesthetic category in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

This amalgamated English Arcadia, which is the subject of this book, was the elite dream of happiness. It is an ideology that has appealed ever since to those who have not subscribed to the mainstream: political conservatives, the Romantics, the young Karl Marx, William Morris, early conservationists and modern Greens. It came to play a central part in the shaping of America and in America’s own inherited idea that it was the Arcadian dreamland of the European subconscious: the place of abundance and liberty, of an easy civility between its agrarian citizens, a country which bore the duty which came with those benefits, to be a beacon and model to the world.

You need look no further than Jefferson’s 1782 Notes on the State of Virginia to recognise the central place which the Arcadian ideal had taken up in the American mind. ‘Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God,’ Jefferson wrote, ‘whose breasts He has made His peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.’ The hard-working, soil-engaged rural farmer, the descendant of the yeoman who worked the Pembroke manors in the Wiltshire chalklands, is for Jefferson the purest man who ever lived.

Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phenomenon which no age nor nation has furnished an example. It is the mark set upon those, who, not looking up to heaven, to their own soil and industry, as does the husbandman, for their subsistence, depend for it on casualties and caprice of customers. Dependence begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.

Expressed through something of a fog of Enlightenment latinity, this is nevertheless a heartland statement for American Arcadianism: the market corrupts; nothing is more nauseating than a customer; only the soil and air, the intimate connection with the realities of growth and subsistence, can provide the pure moral environment which America – and Arcadia – requires.

This was the tradition which aimed to shape the American West. Lincoln’s Homestead Act of 1862 gave full title to 160 acres of America to anyone who lived on and worked the land for five years. Hundreds of thousands of square miles of the continent became the greatest experiment in Arcadianism the world had ever seen. It was not, at least in theory, a question of freehold, but the establishment of a moral community. The land handed out in this way was not to be considered a marketable property. It could not be sold to satisfy any debts and it could not be worked on behalf of anyone else. Guided by the idealism of the federal government, the idea of the English yeoman, self-sustaining on his hard-worked acres, more attuned to the earth than to the market, was laid out in section after section across the plains and mountains of a new continent. The reality, needless to say, was very different: rapid accumulation of vast estates by a variety of subletting agreements, which were in effect sales; a far more business-like approach to farming than any yeoman model might have envisaged; a scale of enterprise made necessary by the harsh environments which the inherited yeoman ideal simply didn’t fit: all of this inevitably steered American land and farming towards a more market-based model than Jefferson or Lincoln would ever have envisaged.

But the river of belief which this tradition represents needed an outlet, and it emerged in three of the greatest contributions America has made to the world: the national park, the leafy suburb and the environmental movement which emerged from them, all products of an American Arcadianism which took root and blossomed in the late nineteenth century and which from there spread to conquer the world. They were each other’s siblings. The greening of the city, the emparking of the wilderness, and the belief that human enterprise needs to be part of an ecological community: all three represent the fusion of nature and culture on which the Arcadian ideal relies.

‘The earth does not argue,’ Walt Whitman wrote in 1881, ‘is not pathetic, has no arrangements, does not scream, haste, persuade, threaten, promise, makes no discriminations, has no conceivable failures, closes nothing, refuses nothing, shuts none out.’ Those famous, lolloping words are themselves the descendants of an English Arcadian ideal, of which for about a hundred years, from the 1540s until the disasters of the English Civil War a century later, Wilton was the headquarters. This was where the only known performance in Shakespeare’s lifetime of As You Like It was staged for James I in December 1603. This was where ‘tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, sermons in stones and good in everything’ could seem, for a moment or two, like a reality. Here the good life, love and the good society could be found in rural seclusion; here you could ‘fleet the time carelessly as they did in the golden world’; and from here the realm of business, city and the court could all, by comparison, be seen as the source of wickedness and corruption.

Arcadia, for a powerful interval, came to be identified with this house, this place and this landscape. Those who were drawn to the Arcadian balm that Wilton could offer were the very people who were striving and struggling to win and thrive in the royal court at Whitehall. Wilton, par excellence, was the power house which saw itself as the Shepherd’s Paradise. This was the Palace in the Trees, the stage set where nothing was more expensive than simplicity. It was where ‘old custom made this life more sweet / Than that of painted pomp,’ and where only courtiers and their powerful friends were on hand to taste it.

Increasingly, in the seventeenth century this ancient dream of the perfect world, closely identified with the ancient aristocracy on its ancient estates, was under threat, consciously or not, from both sides: from an increasingly efficient, hungry and autocratic state; and from a rising surge of individualist appetite. Arcadia was a dam set against that double tide. It was, in many ways, an organised and deeply entrenched world but it was not to last. The civil war, which in part at least can be seen as a war between the royalist forces of that growing state and the parliamentary defenders of the ancient constitution, had broken this world. Even from the 1660s, after the monarchy had been restored, the time of the first English Arcadia was looked back on with regret and longing. A moment had passed.





2
A lovely campania

The Wiltshire Downs as a theatre for pastoral




EARLY ON a summer morning – and you should make it a Sunday when England stays in bed for hours after the sun has risen – the chalk downland to the west of Wilton slowly reveals itself in the growing light as an open and free-flowing stretch of country, long wide ridges, which have ripples and hollows within them, separated by river valleys, with an air of Tuscany transported to the north, perhaps even a Tuscany improved. Seventeenth-century scientists thought the smoothness of the chalk hills meant they were part of the sea-floor that had appeared after Noah’s flood had at last receded. It was old, God-smoothed country and pure because of it.

This morning, you will have it to yourself. At first light, the larks are up and singing, but everything else is drenched in a golden quiet. Shadows hang in the woods and the sun casts low bars across the backs of the hills. You will see the deer, ever on the increase in southern England, moving silently and hesitantly in the half-distance. It is a place of slightness and subtlety, wide and long-limbed, drawn with a steady pencil. In the steeper coombes, on the slopes which the Wiltshiremen call ‘cliffs’, the grass is dotted with cowslips and early purple orchids. Gentians and meadow saxifrage can still be found on the open downland. Chalkhill Blue butterflies dance over the turf. Fritillaries and White Admirals are in the woods. The whole place, as Edward Thomas once described the shape of chalkland, is full of those ‘long straight lines in which a curve is always latent …’

This feeling of length – slow changes, a sense of distance – is at the heart of the Wiltshire chalk. It is not a plain, because everywhere the ground surface shifts and modulates, but it is nowhere sharp. It is full of continuity and connectedness, a sense that if you set off in any direction you would have two or three days’ journey before anything interrupted you. This, in other words, is a place that feels like its own middle, the deepest and richest of arrivals.

John Aubrey, the great seventeenth-century gossip and antiquarian, whose family rented a farm in one of these valleys, called his treasured country ‘a lovely campania’, a perfect Champagne country. There is no marginality; instead, settlement, rootedness, stability, removal from strife and trouble. ‘The turfe is of a short sweet grasse,’ Aubrey wrote of the place he loved, ‘good for the sheep, and delightfull to the eye, for its smoothnesse like a bowling green.’ The most delicious things here were the rabbits, ‘the best, sweetest, and fattest of any in England; a short, thick coney, and exceeding fatt. The grasse is very short, and burnt up in the hot weather. ’Tis a saying, that conies doe love rost-meat.’ Their tastiness was a sign of his country’s beneficence.

Aubrey remembered, or at least remembered being told, that a century before, at the peak of the Elizabethan love affair with the idea of an imagined, beautiful world, ‘these romancy plaines and boscages did no doubt conduce to the hightening of Sir Philip Sydney’s phansie. He lived much in these parts, and his most masterly touches of his Arcadia he wrote here upon the spott, where they were conceived.’

More than any other Englishman, Sidney, a failed Elizabethan courtier, distrusted by the queen, and an ineffectual soldier, who had turned to poetry and romance as a substitute for the manly life of politics and action, had in his enforced retirement, staying here with his sister Mary, Countess of Pembroke, shaped the pastoral vision for his countrymen. Sidney’s ideal became the exemplar of English completeness. Charles I would quote his Arcadia on the scaffold as he knelt in January 1649 for the executioner’s axe and these Wiltshire downs and valleys were its source. As Aubrey’s ‘great-uncle, Mr Thomas Browne, remembered him, [Sidney] was often wont, as he was hunting in our pleasant plaines, to take his table book [a re-usable notebook] out of his pocket, and write down his notions as they came into his head, while he was writing his Arcadia (which was never finished by him).’

‘My sheep are thoughts,’ Sidney had written in that notebook, and, in this dream landscape, poetry and the place became the same thing. ‘Doth not the pleasauntnes of this place carry in it selfe sufficient reward for any time lost in it?’ one of his travelling knights asked his friend and cousin as they wandered together over the sheep-nibbled grass. It is the central Arcadian suggestion, that life itself in a world of beauty is its own reward.

Do you not see how all things conspire together to make this country a heauenly dwelling? Do you not see the grasse[s] how in colour they excell the Emeralds, euerie one striuing to passe his fellow, and yet they are all kept of an equall height? And see you not the rest of these beautifull flowers, each of which would require a mans wit to know, and his life to expresse? … Doth not the aire breath health, which the Birds (delightfull both to eare and eye) do dayly solemnize with the sweete consent of their voyces? Is not euery Eccho thereof a perfect Musicke?

Sidney himself had appeared in a Whitehall tournament as a Shepherd Knight, he and his horse dressed head to toe in Wiltshire wool, the image of sadness and poignant distance from sin and power. That vision, first set down in the 1580s, was reprinted again and again throughout the seventeenth century. It became the English idea of the Golden Age and this downland was its theatre. Additions were made to it and endless variations played on its themes of love, longing, song and sorrow. Constantly weaving through its soft and mellowed language and rhythms was a hint of something harder. That reference to the grasses, all striving but of equal height, is an undoubted if lightly coded signal of a social system in which a tyrant did not dominate but where equal striving members of the grasslands community, the gentlemen of this elegant world, each contributed to the general beauty and ease. The downland turf was Sidney’s symbol of social happiness. It was also a recognition, 350 years before the word was invented, of the meaning of ecology.

These wonderful lands – the chalk downs and the lush watered valleys of the rivers that run between them – spread over eighty square miles, were the core of one of the great aristocratic estates of Renaissance England, the power-base, cash cow and pleasure grounds of the Earls of Pembroke, whose great palace was and is at Wilton, a few miles to the west of Salisbury. The house is the gateway to the world they owned and it is that world – of enormous riches, profound culture, extensive political and military control, an ever-present threat of violence, great luxury, constant self-interest and a high idealism, part platonic, part Protestant and part descended from the chivalric ideals of the Middle Ages – which this book will set out to explore.

Most visitors to Wilton now simply drive to the great house and consume it, as if eating the cherry off a cake. But that is to arrive at the end of the story first. ‘After all,’ the diarist John Evelyn wrote after visiting Wilton in 1654, ‘that which to me renders the seat delightful, is its being so near the downs and noble plains about the country and contiguous to it.’ For John Aubrey, ‘This curious seate of Wilton and the adjacent countrey is an Arcadian place and a Paradise.’ It is out there, in the lands which both paid for Wilton and were the foundation of its meaning, that you must begin.

Every element of the perfect life is here. High on the chalk ridge just to the west of Wilton is the great royal hunting ground of Grovely Wood, set up as a forest by the Saxon kings, so old that it forms no part of the system of parishes that were created around it before the Norman Conquest. It is one of the twenty-five hunting forests mentioned in the Domesday Book, the precious reserves in which the king alone had the right to kill the game. Grovely – its name perhaps a memory of the patches of rough woodland that were growing here when the Saxons first arrived – is still thick with bluebells and wood anemones in the early summer.

Furzy coppiced oaks, heavily burred, stand about in the flowery lawns: ‘Do not these stately trees seeme to maintaine their florishing olde age, being clothed with a continuall spring, because no beautie here should euer fade?’ Philip Sidney asked in Arcadia. In the sixteenth century it was the home of a herd of red deer, the most prestigious of all quarries, dominated by the old ten- and twelve- tined stags, the ‘harts’ which were the source of ultimate honour in the hunt. In the forest, glades were kept open to provide grass for the deer and other parts were from time to time fenced off so that the new shoots of the coppice wood could grow. There are oak coppice stools in Grovely today which are sixteen feet across and in the survey made for the first earl in 1566, the wood was already famous not for its tall straight stems but for lots of crooked oaks in the old coppices that were good for firewood.

These coppices and pieces of open ground, or ‘copses’ and ‘lights’ as they were called, were functional but were also part of the aesthetic to which the Arcadian mind responded. Sidney’s idea of the perfect country was one ‘diversified between hills and dales, woods and plain, one place more clear, another more darksome, [so that] it seems a pleasant picture of nature, with lovely lightsomeness and artificial shadows.’

The word ‘artificial’ – like ‘curious’ and ‘ingenious’ – was a word of praise in a culture which did not yet distrust its ability to make things more beautiful than they were in their natural state. Arcadia was a dream of nature; there was no suggestion it was the same as nature itself.

Beyond Grovely stretched the great open expanses of the downland. Days here were spent in the saddle, living a life coloured by the idea of grace and civility. This illusion of a heightened perfection was what the Wiltshire downs, as much as any other part of the country, could offer the educated men and women of Renaissance England. The shepherds here used to wear long white woollen cloaks, ‘with a very deep cape’, coming halfway down their backs. They looked exactly as the connoisseurs would seed them in the paintings of Claude and Poussin. They carried crooks to gather the lambs; slings to cast stones at wandering sheep or threatening foxes; a scrip or shoulder bag in which to keep their bread and cheese; tar boxes, with which to seal and cauterise any wound; a dog at their side; and even a pipe or flute with which to pipe away their hours of tedium.

The white-caped shepherds used to catch the larks up there ‘by alluring them with a dareing-glasse [a dazzling-glass], which is whirled about in a sun-shining day, and the larkes are pleased at it, and strike at it, as at a sheepe’s eye, and at that time the nett is drawn over them. While he playes with his glasse he whistles with his larke-call of silver, a tympanum of about the diameter of a threepence.’ Some preferred to catch, if they could, the slightly rarer wheatears, ‘a great delicacie, and they are little lumps of fatt.’

All of this was a life out of time, shepherds and shepherdesses appearing now just as they had in Virgil’s Eclogues and the Greek pastorals of Theocritus, the foundation levels of the Arcadian dream. Nicolas Poussin could have walked across these Wiltshire downlands and simply painted what he saw.

From the top of the downs, long droves descend into the valleys of the rivers which cut through the chalk tableland. Tauntingly, as if Sidney had been describing a reality, honeysuckle and wild clematis drape themselves across the hedges. The sun breaks into the droves past the thorns that are thick with mayflower. Cow parsley is just sprouting in the verges, the wheat and barley still a dense green in the fields beside you.

It doesn’t matter which river valley you choose: the Ebble; or the Nadder; or the Wylye. Each of them will still greet you like a vision of perfection, the perfect interfolding of the human and the natural which is at the heart of the Arcadian idea. The chalk streams (all three of them still have the Celtic names they had in pre-Roman Britain) emerge in bubbling springs all along the valley sides. The water that has percolated down through the chalk hits a layer of clay and comes to the surface. Along that springline, below the arable fields but above the floodable valley bottoms, are the villages. These emergences are beautiful, soft, weed-rimmed places where the water erupts in shallow mushrooms and riffles. It is as if the water is simmering in the pools, before making its easy way down to the main rivers that slope off to the east. Sidney had seen them, ‘these fresh and delightfull brookes how slowly they slide away, as loth to leaue the company of so many thinges vnited in perfection … and with how sweete a murmur they lament their forced departure …’

So mudless is this spring water that the rivers remain entirely clear as they move over their pale beds. The banks are spotted with kingcups and there are islands of white-flowered water crowfoot in mid-stream. The hairy leaves of water mint grow on the gravel banks, coots and moorhens scoot between them, and if you wade out barefoot into the shockingly cold water of the river, the small wild brown trout flicker away in front of you, running from your Gulliver-in-Lilliput intrusion. Among the trout are the pale bodies of the graylings, called Thymalus thymalus because their flesh smells of the wild thyme that grows on the downland turf, and which in the seventeeth century were known here as ‘umbers’, shadow-fish, their silvery greyness scarcely to be distinguished from the most beautiful river-water in England.

Walk down your valley. If you have chosen the Ebble, you will come to the village of Broad Chalke, clustered among its riverside trees, where John Aubrey lived both as child and man. Both he and his father Richard were the tenants of Manor Farm and Aubrey, in love with the past and with the Arcadian idea of peace which the horrors of the seventeenth century had made so distant, was entranced by the poetry that seemed just beyond his grasp in these valleys. In his garden he grew his pear trees; he stocked the stream with crayfish but they died as the water he thought was too cold (improbable). He liked to listen on a Sunday morning to the bells of the Broad Chalke church, ‘one of the tunablest ring of bells in Wiltshire which hang advantageously, the river running near the churchyard, which meliorates the sound.’

Those church bells heard through the bubbling of the water over the stony bed of the Ebble recur in another phrase from these valleys, in a poem by George Herbert, cousin of the Pembrokes, the appointed vicar of the church at Bemerton in the 1630s, a mile or two from the house at Wilton. His great poem called Prayer pours forth a cataract of images of what prayer might be. No grammar links them; just a bubbling forth of riches like the water welling up in the riverside springs. Prayer, for Herbert, is


Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and blisse,

Exalted Manna, gladnesse of the best,

Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest,

The Milkie way, the bird of Paradise,

Church-bels beyond the starres heard, the souls bloud,

The land of spices; something understood.

‘Church-bels beyond the starres heard’: that is a phrase which takes to another level Aubrey’s auditory vision of the bells gurgling by the waters of the Ebble. But the perceptions are cousins to each other, and they both descend from the powerful idea, persisting here for decade after decade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, that these valleys were in some ways heavenly.

Make your way further down the valley of the Ebble, from Broad Chalke, past the watercress beds and the small manor houses, past the broken leats and grassed-over ditches, where the river used to be led out over the watermeadows, past the swans and their cygnets in the rushes, and on to the place called by the Saxons Stratford Tony, because that was where the street, the old Roman Road from Old Salisbury to Dorchester, forded the Ebble. Only then climb up over the ridge of downland to the north, coming to the crest at Cowper’s Cross on the old Shaftesbury Drove where the huge lime trees still mark the miles along the race track where the Pembrokes used to race their famous horses.

You are now within striking distance of the Pembrokes’ house at Wilton. As you approach, their Arcadian world thickens around you. You meet first a 300-acre wood called the Hare Warren, which the sixteenth-century Pembrokes fenced off from the rest of the downland to preserve it for the hunting of the hare, and then the wall of the 600-acre park that surrounds the house.

Both warren and park were as much designed to exclude as to contain. The hares and the park’s fallow deer were kept in by their fences and walls but the intention was to provide a heightened and privileged world from which others were shut out. The park was pocket pastoral. Arcadia has always been an act of luxury, an expensive and comfortable version of wildness, wildness somehow kept wild but made lovely. And because of its expense – the park is a place in which no useful crop is grown – it was also an act of authority and power. The village of Washern which had been within the park was removed and its common fields taken over. The essence of Arcadia is that it belongs to the winners. It is beyond all conflict but it is only beyond conflict because all others have been defeated. The underlying meaning of parkland is as a reward for victory.

That is its central paradox: its peace is achieved through a form of violence and imposition. It relies, at its heart, on acts of exclusion. Its belief in the beauties of ancient community also relies on that community accepting the imposition of authority. Anarchy and Arcadia, even democracy and Arcadia, cannot co-exist. It is, in a sense, a dream of authoritarian freedom which carries its own contradiction in its heart. Arcadia is the dream of power.

Only here, buffered and padded by these many insulating layers, do you come to the great house itself, in the centre of this stratified and highly theatricalised world. Much of the park around the house was remodelled in the eighteenth century. The rather rough old hunting ground, and the immensely elaborate and consciously artificial garden which provided a setting for the house in the 1630s, were both swept away and the rather bland eighteenth-century taste for a placid, settled landscape was substituted. Something of the original drama of Wilton has gone, but ignore that for a moment, re-imagine the seventeenth century and approach the house.

Immediately in front of the palace was the great garden, rectilinear, visibly expensive, a precisionist creation, ‘very fine with many gravel walkes with grass squaires,’ as Celia Fiennes described them in the 1690s, ‘set with fine brass and stone statues – fish ponds and basons with Ffigures in ye middle spouting out water – dwarfe trees of all sorts and a fine flower garden – much wall fruite.’ These two elements of the palace in the trees – a stark juxtaposition of nature and culture, the idea in effect that a great classical house might play a role in a Shepherd’s Paradise – may seem difficult and inappropriate to us now. We no longer connect these categories, but that connection is the essential mechanism of the Arcadia. To become a shepherd was not to lose one’s sense of dignity or even hauteur, but to enhance it. To define nature was not to erase it but to perfect it. A palace in the trees was not a palace somehow slumming it, but a palace reaching a kind of perfection. Restraint and orderliness were central parts of the pastoral idea.

The house was the climax of the experience. ‘Every mans proper Mansion House and Home,’ Sir Henry Wotton, the ambassador and connoisseur, friend of the Pembrokes, of Donne and Inigo Jones, had written in 1624,

being the Theater of his Hospitality, the Seate of Selfe-fruition, the Comfortablest part of his owne Life, the Noblest of his Sonnes Inheritance, a kind of private Princedome; Nay, to the Possessors thereof, an Epitomie of the whole World, may well deserve by these Attributes, according to the degree of the Master, to be decently and delightfully adorned.

But not too much. There was to be dignity, particularly in outward show. Inigo Jones famously understood a building’s need for seriousness in a façade: ‘Outwardly every wise man carries a gravity,’ he had written, ‘yet inwardly has his imagination set on fire and sometimes licentiously flies out.’ The south front of Wilton is in that way calm and visually reduced. Acres of unadorned wall are relieved by nine great windows on the piano nobile, with a low basement and a balancing attic floor above and below them. Only the central, Venetian window is decorated with a pair of reclining classical figures in high relief, their backs and elbows leaning on the architecture.

Go inside and the mood changes. There is not a hint of coldness or chill to the interiors. The rooms, although generous, are not vast. Their grandeur can be measured on a human scale. Human masks, in fact, punctuate every wall, in the caryatid supporters of the fireplaces, and in the swags and deeply carved baubles which orchestrate the rooms. Here, the imagination, the dream of richness, is set on fire, yet another ring in the onion-skin arrangement of Wilton: open down, hunting forest, hunting park, rectilinear garden, grave façade, enriched interiors.

The way through the house was deeply altered in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and so the procession through the rooms which the seventeenth-century Pembrokes would have known is no longer accessible. But at the core of the house, the key remains to the entire Arcadian story of Wilton. One room is entirely decorated with hunting scenes, taken from Italian originals, and painted on panels set into the wainscoting. Rough portraits of the seventeenth-century earl and his heir are incorporated into the pictures. Another room, now called the Single Cube, has stories from Philip Sidney’s Arcadia painted in panels below the dado.

This series of comfortable and livable but highly dignified rooms comes to a climax in the richest and most beautiful apartment to survive from seventeenth-century England. It is now called the Double Cube (thirty feet wide, thirty high and sixty long) but was known in the seventeenth century as the ‘great Dining-roome, or Roome of State’. The history of this room is complicated and still far from certain in detail, but it is at least probable that a room of this kind was made here in the 1630s. The decoration is so rich that the pure harmonics of its proportions, inherited by Jones from Palladio, nearly disappear beneath the gilded encrustations. The rooms are thickened with carved swags and suspended gilded pompoms. There is a vast fruitiness to the decoration, apples, peaches and pears dripping from the walls. Nothing is held back. It is as if the architecture is putting on the warmest and most inviting of shows. (The painters were those used by Jones for his masques in Whitehall.) A giant cove, painted with putti and Pan masks, the Pembroke arms and motto (‘Ung Je Servirai’ – I will serve One, meaning God) and still more bowls and swags of fruit, reaches up to the ceiling. Around the marble fireplace, mannerist motifs – broken pediments, swagged consoles – jostle with the gilded statues of Bacchus and Ceres, the god and goddess of country riches. The whole complex is a shrine to fertility, a space designed for enjoyment, an arrival.

On the west wall of this glamour-encrusted room is the still point at the centre of the whole 50,000-acre world: a great portrait of the earl and his children. Each of the ten figures it portrays is just larger than lifesize and they dominate, as they were meant to, the baubled, swagged and gilded space in front of them. The picture is by van Dyck, painted in the late winter of 1634 or the spring of 1635, and it shows the Pembroke family at the sunniest and most optimistic moment of its existence. The oldest surviving son, fifteen-year-old Charles, Lord Herbert, in scarlet, is to marry the young heiress in white before him, the twelve-year-old Mary Villiers. Even the three dead children of the family, with garlands of roses in their hands, attend as putti. The younger brothers to the left and the older sister with her husband to the right, the elegant, bronzed Cavalier Earl of Carnarvon, surround the great man and his wife, the Earl and Countess of Pembroke, who sit centrally, facing us, as if king and queen.

The painting is full of grace and aristocratic poise, of riches at ease with themselves, of what now would be called privilege and was then considered nobility. It exudes a distant and forgotten handsomeness, an abandoned world of elegance, beauty and power. It is neither stiff nor louche. It is regal but familial, both real and ideal. It occupies the perfect middle ground, a moment of completeness at the centre of its own Arcadian world, but one which, as the story of this family will reveal, has brittleness and fragility at its heart.
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And is not euery manor a little common wealth?

The inherited community of the Middle Ages




THE PEMBROKE LANDS in Wiltshire were ancient country, drenched in continuities. In common with the rest of southern England, it looked in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries much as it had for at least a thousand and maybe two or three thousand years. There would have been differences in details: woods had grown up where fields had been before; fields had been cleared where trees had once clothed the landscape. There were more people, and more houses. But the villages, as ever, were made of the materials the land could provide. Wheat straw thatched the roofs, cut not with a scythe but more carefully and more slowly with a sickle, a smaller, neater tool, but justifiable in economic terms because a sickle would guarantee a good length in the roofing material: longer straw made dryer roofs. In the walls, the oak frames were infilled with hazel panels, made with exactly the same technique as the hurdles used to enclose the sheep in the folds, the young pliant wands woven between the uprights or ‘sails’ – the wattle – smeared with mud and straw – the ‘daub’ – and then painted with limewash. Occasionally, for the walls, a mixture of chalk or ‘clunch’ blocks would be used, quarried from the hill, and then mixed with flint and brick from the valley clays. All of this one can still see in the houses of these valleys. Nothing would have come from more than a mile or two away. This was an immutable pattern, the intimate folding of men, their farming and their habits of life on to the opportunities and constraints which the landscape offered them.

John Aubrey, ever alert to the possibilities of ancientness, recorded in the manuscript notes he submitted to the Royal Society in 1675 that his friends, the Gawens, had lived in the same place at Alvediston, a few miles west of Broad Chalke, for ‘four hundred fifty and odd yeares’. More intriguingly than that, there was a little barrow up on the down stretching south from Broad Chalke which was called ‘Gawen’s-barrow, which,’ Aubrey carefully noted, ‘must bee before ecclesiastical lawes were established.’ The real implications of that name were more exciting: Aubrey was wondering if his friends had also been here since the Bronze Age.

The high chalkland on which those remains persisted would have been nothing without the river valleys. Settlement needs water, and the dewponds on the downs – in fact enormous clay-lined dishes to catch the rain – provided water good enough for sheep but desiccating to human taste. Each sip seems to leave a residue of chalk in your mouth. The spring-fed valley water is different, as bubblingly restorative as any in England, marvellous to lie in on a hot summer afternoon, your back on the pebbles, the water dancing around your head and shoulders. The Arcadian world of the Pembrokes’ Wiltshire valleys relied for its existence on the constant and mutually supportive relationship of these two environments, the high chalkland and the damp wet valleys, each providing what the other lacked.

The same system of land management, and the virtually immobile social structure which it created, had persisted across the centuries. It was, apart from some alterations at the margins, a profoundly conservative and unchanging world. Farming patterns and social relationships had lasted here essentially unchanged from before the ninth century. This extraordinary continuity, even as the world was revolutionised around them, became the dominant fact of the Pembroke estates. This was the old world. Its ancient methods looked like a version of Arcadia. And it was a world the Pembrokes were intent on protecting.

Its roots stretched back into the Dark Ages, perhaps to the moment when the Viking armies were threatening the wellbeing of much of the Midlands, East Anglia and Wessex, perhaps before then, when violence was still endemic among the Saxon chieftains and their warbands. The documents are thin on the ground but it seems certain that the system of the manor emerged from a world of violence and the need for protection within it. A warlord offered land and defence, a villein – a man of the village – supplied in return labour and loyalty.

This was certainly how the landowning class of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries understood the history of what they owned. John Norden, the pre-eminent surveyor of the early seventeenth century, a professional and a devout Christian, conservative in his ideals, first published his Surveior’s Dialogue in 1607. It was a popular book which went through three large editions, and was the leading text on the meaning of land, its duties and rewards, in early modern England. Norden was voicing the accepted nostrums of the society he was addressing. After the departure of the Romans, Norden told his audience of gentlemen, the country was left as

a very Desert and Wildernesse, full of woods, fels, moores, bogs, heathes, and all kind of forlorne places: and howsoeuer wee finde the state of this Island now, Records do witness vnto us, that it was for the most part a vniuersall wildernesse, until people finding it a place desolate and forlorne began to set footing here, and by degrees grew into multitudes; though for a time brutish and rude.

In that wild time, when life was lawless, there was mutual benefit to be had in community. The arrangement was originally voluntary on both sides. ‘In the beginning of euery Mannor, there was a mutuall respect of assistance, betweene the Lord who gave parcels of land … and the tennants of euery nature, for ayding, strengthening and defending each other.’

But time passed and what had begun as a voluntary arrangement stiffened into the ‘custom of the manor’. Both service to the lord and the rights of the tenants had become obligatory ‘and either, in right of the custome due to the other, constraineth each other to do that which in the beginning was of either part voluntary.’

Central to the system was the idea of balance and mutuality in community. In Norden’s pages, you can hear the discussions of the English ruling class before the civil war, the vision of what they still saw as the organic integrity of the manors they owned and controlled. Norden derived the word itself from the French verb ‘mainer’ – to keep a place in hand, or in check. Control was the essence of good management but in harness with control and discipline was the idea that the landlord’s own life, that of his family, his ‘posterity’, the lands they held, the lives of those who lived on their lands, were all part of a single, organic whole.

It is, in this ideal and moralised world, a picture of a profoundly hierarchical community, deriving its security and wellbeing from the natural relationship of parts. ‘And is not euery Mannor a little common wealth,’ Norden asked, tapping big political issues in the use of that phrase, ‘whereof the Tenants are the members, the Land the body, and the Lord the head?’ That organic analogy worked in detail. Above all, the land’s bodily nature needed to be attended to:

If it be not fed with nutriture, and comforted and adorned with the most expedient commodities, it will pine away, and become forlorne, as the mind that hath no rest or recreation, waxeth lumpish and heauy. So that ground that wanteth due disposing & right manurance, waxeth out of kinde: euen the best meddowes will become ragged, and full of unprofitable weedes, if it be not cut and eaten.

This idea of organic health, and of balance as the source of that health, runs unbroken from the farming of the fields to the management of the country. It is an undivided conceptual ecology which can take in the workings of the physical body, the court at Whitehall, the family, the village, the land itself, the growing of crops, the transmission of wellbeing to the future, the inheritance of understanding from the past, and above all the interlocking roles of nobility, gentry and commonalty. It is the ideology of an establishment which is concerned to keep itself in the position of wealth and power. There is not a hint of democracy, let alone radicalism, about it, but it is a frame of mind which also sets itself against any form of authoritarianism. The workings of the medieval and post-medieval community depend at their heart on a balance of interests, contributions and rewards. It is what, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was called, quite consciously, a ‘common wealth’: wellbeing derived from a life lived and considered in common. The custom of the manor was not to do with the regulations of the state; nor with individual freedom. It was a deeply conservative, pre-modern and pre-market system, which recognised no overriding rights of the individual; nor of national interest. It believed, to an extent the modern world can scarcely grasp, in the rights of the community as a living organism.

Again and again in the Surveior’s Dialogue, Norden emphasised the point. Good decisions in the management of land were ‘the meanes to enable the Honourable to shelter the virtuous distressed’. Increasing revenues from a manor allowed the tenants to be treated well. This was a form of obligation, just as, in a family, duty was owed both ways:

As children are bound to their parents by the bonds of obedience, so are the parents bound to their children by the bond of education; and as servants are bound to their masters in the bond of true service, so are the Masters bound to their servants in the bond of reward. In like manner, tenants being bound unto their Lords in the bond of duety, so are Lords bound vnto their Tennants in the bond of loue.

That last word recurs. Tenancy is not a matter of rent, or at least not only of rent; it is, Norden says, quite explicitly, a love structure. The relationships within a manor, he tells the landlords, must be ‘in a mutual manner, you to be helpful vnto them, and they louing unto you. And by this meanes, should your strengths increase far more by their loue then by your lucre, & their comfort grow as much by your fauour as doth their groanes vnder your greediness.’ There was, Norden warned his gentlemen readers, ‘no comforte in a discontented people’ and discontent in them came from avarice and indifference in their landlord. His own wellbeing, as the head of the body, was utterly dependent on their wellbeing as its limbs. Extortionate rents and the application of raw market principles would destroy the lord as much as the people.

These questions, and their implications of bodily and moral balance, would, on a far larger scale, become the central concern of seventeenth-century England. How much was government a question of agreement? What status did customary rights have in a changing world? What were ‘the ancient liberties’ on which the people brought up within that system could rely? Did an emergency mean that those liberties could be ignored or overturned? Did the king owe the same duty of care to the kingdom as the earl owed to the inhabitants of these ridges and valleys? Was a government a question of agreement and respect? Or of authority and compulsion? These were the questions that would lead to civil war and in that civil war these Arcadian ideas were ranged on the side of parliament and the ancient constitution against a king and his ministers who had broken the age-old bonds of love and duty. Conservatism was at the heart of Arcadia as it was of the English revolution.

The whole system of the chalkland manors depended on people adapting the way they farmed to what the land could tolerate and what the land could offer. On that basis, the manors divided into three layers: at the top the wide grazing of the open downland; in the valley floor the lush damp meadows and marshes; and between the two, on the valley sides, the arable fields and woods. Throughout the Middle Ages and in the centuries that followed, sheep were grazed by day on the downs and in the evening led downhill along the droves to the arable fields to manure them, in effect using the sheep to transfer the nutrients from the chalk on to the arable land. They also served the purpose of fixing the seed corn into the tilth.

The lush valley meadows were the third part of the system. In the early spring, the grass started to grow there before there was any available on the down. There too in the summer, the big hay crops could be grown which would feed the animals in the winter, particularly the oxen of the manor’s plough team. Good valley grazing allowed the village to keep a larger flock, which meant that more arable ground could be cultivated, which meant that more grain could be grown. Although wool and meat were produced from the flocks, their essential product was grain, the stuff of life, the food on which people depended for survival. All was connected: chalk turf and valley hay, down and meadow, the digestive system of the sheep and the wellbeing of men, women and children.

Ownership of this means of production was not shared. Each farmer owned his own beasts, his own seed corn, his own house, his own garden, barns and backyard. He also owned his own strips in the
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