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Richard C. Jackson,
Collector of Treasures and Wishes:
Walter Pater, Charles Lamb, William Blake

By G.E. BENTLEY, JR.

Jackson the Rich Hermit

en Richard C. Jackson died in 1923, the newspapers

had a wonderful time: “Recluse who Collected
Everything”' said one headline. “Poverty in a House of
Treasures™ said another. “Fortune Given to the Poor”
proclaimed a third, and “Imagined Himself a Bishop.™

They said that he was a wealthy, impoverished hermit who
was “found dead” in his richly-furnished mansion in
Camberwell “holding a partly eaten orange in his hand.™
They said he used to perform mass wearing gorgeous robes
in his own private chapel built over the stable, and that he
wandered through the seedier streets of South London giv-
ing alms to the poor. They said that he was a neglected
friend of the great such as Walter Pater, and that he lived
on water and a crust and donated his paintings to the Na-
tional Gallery. Newspapers love eccentrics, and especially
rich hermits, and they had a field day with Richard C. Jack-
son.

Of course the newspapers plagiarized each other shame-
lessly, and it is exceedingly difficult to determine which, if
any, of their reported facts are authentic. Jackson is said to
have called himself Brother a Becket and to have worn mo-

1. Anon.,"Richard C. Jackson: Eccentric Camberwell Recluse who
Collected Everything: Died as He Lived,” South London Press, 3 Aug.
1923.

2. Anon., “Recluse’s £12,000 Art Hoard: Only 5s. in the Bank:
Poverty in a House of Treasures: Rubens Pictures for the Nation,”
[no periodical identified, ?July 1923]—this reference, like numbers
of others here, derives from a clipping in the Ruthven Todd Collec-
tion in Leeds University Library. According to another account, in
his latter years, “He would be dressed in a coat, green with age, a pair
of shabby trousers, a high wide-brimmed top hat, a pair of old white
canvas shoes, and a big red scarf round his neck. This was his attire
even in the middle of winter, In later years he never wore a shirt but
had his coat buttoned across his bare chest.” [Anon,, “Rich Hermit's
Romance. Private Altar Over Garage. Dream Life,” Weekly Dispatch
[sic], [2July 1923], quoted from an undated clipping in Southwark
Local Studies Library.|

3. Anon., “Secrets of Rich Recluse: Fortune Given to the Poor:
Imagined Himself a Bishop: Gorgeous Robes at his Home Altar” [no
journal identified, ?July 1923].

4. Anon., “An Eccentric Recluse—Mr, Jackson and Walter Pater,”
Times, 30 July 1923: 8. Jackson’s house, at 185 Camberwell Grove, is
a detached Victorian building which still survives at the southern
end of a crescent, as | was generously told by Mr. Stephen Humphrey
of the Southwark Local Studies Library.

92 Blake/An llustrated Quarterly

nastic robes in the streets of London® (illus. 1-2). At his
death one correspondent said that his house was in an “in-
describable condition of filth and neglect,” and another
said: “I visited my late friend to within a few weeks of his
death, and I have rarely seen rooms so scrupulously kept.™”
The catalogue of the contents of his house listed eight thou-
sand books and three hundred oil paintings, but The Times
said the collection was “mostly rubbish.”

Jackson was a pious and prolific and grammatically be-
wildered author, but in the works I have seen he gives little
information about himself. However, many surprising
claims are made on his behalf in works by others, and some
of these claims are quite intriguing. Indeed, many of the
claims made on Jackson’s behalf are so marvelous that some
subsequent critics have flatly disbelieved them, and most
others simply ignored them.

Jackson as Inspiration and Patron of Walter Pater

erhaps the most marvelous of these claims was the one
made by Thomas Wright in a biography of Walter Pater
published in 1907, thirteen years after the death of Pater.
According to Wright, “In the Spring of 1877 . .. Pater was
introduced to a handsome and studious young scholar
named Richard C. Jackson,” who was then twenty-six years
old. At the time of their meeting, Jackson was already what
Thomas Wright described as “an authority on Dante and
Greek art, a Platonist, a Monk, a Re-Unionist—and more
other things than he could for the moment recall.”"* Notice
that Wright says Jackson was an authority on “more other
things than he could for the moment recall™! Plainly the
information about the relationship between Jackson and
Pater comes entirely from Richard C, Jackson.
According to Wright, or rather to Jackson, Pater was
dazzled by the young man:

“l am dumfounded!” exclaimed Pater excitedly. “I will write
a book about you.” He did. That book was Marius the Epi-
curean—and Mr. Jackson was Marius.

5. Anon.,“Richard C. Jackson: Eccentric Camberwell Recluse who
Collected Everything: Died as He Lived,” South London Press, 3 Aug.
1923,

6. Anon., "An Eccentric Recluse—Mr. Jackson and Walter Pater,”
Times, 30 July 1923: 8, repeated word for word also in Anon., “Rich-
ard C. Jackson: Eccentric Camberwell Recluse who Collected Every-
thing; Died as He Lived,” South London Press, 3 Aug. 1923.

7. 1.C. Whitebrook, “Jackson of the Red House, Hackney,” Notes
and Queries 153 (31 Aug. 1927): 121,

8. Quoted by Whitebrook 121,

9. Thomas Wright, The Life of Walter Pater (New York: G.P.
Putnam's Sons; London: Everett & Co., 1907) 11: 19,

10, Wright (1907) 11:20; “Jackson [at] twenty-six, was an author-
ity on poetry, sculpture, painting, and music” (p. 21).
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Pater said to Jackson,

“all that I have gleaned from thee [shall| swell thy fame to
kiss posterity therewith. ...1am glad to write about you,
for, owing to you, my life has been enriched—its minstrelsy
swelled.”

The remark led Mr. Jackson to compose on the spot some
... stanzas, the last of which [begins]:

You greet me as your Marius! me

Who swelled for you life’'s minstrelsy ... ."

Wright says that these “metrical effusions” were “hidden
away” for “twenty years or so . . . and Mr. Jackson discov-
ered them . .. only a few days ago,” that is, about 1906."

Wright reports that Pater spent much of his leisure with
Jackson, especially in the recently created St. Austin’s Priory
in Walworth, which was extravagantly high-church, It was,
according to Jackson, “a ‘Monkery’ of rich men,” and when
he was wearing his monkish robes he called himself
“Brother a Becket” According to Wright, “the St. Austin
brethren prepared young men for Holy Orders—Mr. Jack-
son taking Church History” Jackson painted the interior
of St. Austin’s church with illuminations, “with the result
that within a few weeks St. Austin’s presented perhaps the
most beautiful interior in London.” Mr. Dawkes, the con-
noisseur who provided the paint, said “that he had never
seen anything so beautiful in his life.""

In his biography of Pater, Wright says that St. Austin’s
Priory, Walworth, and Jackson’s house at Grosvenor Park,
Camberwell,

which also had its chapel, became second homes to Pater,
and he spent far more of his time in the company of Mr.
Jackson than in that of any other friend. ... Memories of
both this chapel and St. Austin’s were drawn upon by Pater

11. Wright (1907) 11:21-22.

12. Wright (1907) 11:22.

13. Wright (1907) 11:32, 34. Pater called Jackson “the Archbishop,”
and Jackson “styled himself ‘Richard Archprelate of the O.C.R"™ (Pe-
ter E Anson, The Call of the Cloister, 2nd ed. [London: S.P.C.K., 1964]
100). Jackson gave the impression that he had a doctorate, probably
in divinity—his 1923 catalogue calls him “Dr. Jackson” (#293)—and
he said that the poems in his Golden City (1883) were written "at odd
times which occurred between a special course of Divinity Lectures
delivered in the Long Vacation of 1881 at Keble College, Oxford,”
but there is no record of him among the degree recipients at Oxford
and Cambridge.

St. Austin’s Priory, which flourished in the 1870s and 1880s, was
founded by a wealthy Anglican priest named George Nugée who
bought several large houses in New Kent Road, Walworth, to house
the brothers, and built an elaborate chapel, which disappeared long
ago. Nugée's sermons and the brothers’ public processions in Holy
Week created a sensation in the neighborhood (Anson 95). Nugee
and his followers were eager for a reunion of the Church of England
with the Church of Rome; they imported Roman practices into their
services, and, when these were discouraged by the Church of En-
gland, most of them joined the Church of Rome.
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when he was writing the latter portion of Marius . . . .
[Pater’s books called| Marius the Epicurean, Greek Studies,
and Appreciations, all . . . were inspired by Mr. Jackson and
Mr. Jackson's books and pictures .. .."

and indeed Pater often wrote his essays in Jackson’s house,

Plainly, according to Wright’s account, or rather to what
seems to be Jackson’s account as given to Thomas Wright,
Richard C. Jackson was a major influence upon Walter Pater.

It is true that the allegations of influence here appear un-
der the name of Thomas Wright rather than under that of
Richard C. Jackson. However, there can be no doubt that
Jackson endorsed and was responsible for the principal
claim that he was the original of Pater’s most important
book Marius the Epicurean, a work which W.B. Yeats called
“the only great prose in modern English.”'* When Wright's
biography of Pater was published in 1907, Jackson wrote
to The Academy signing himself “Marius the Epicurean” and
saying that he was Pater’s “almost life-long friend.” And to
make absolutely unmistakable the connection between the
author signing himself “Marius the Epicurean” and Rich-
ard C. Jackson, the author identified himself with the por-
traits of Jackson which appear in Wright's biography of
Pater.'

There are a number of difficulties with these claims. For
one thing, though Pater said (according to Wright/Jackson)
that Marius the Epicurean was written to “swell thy fame to
kiss posterity therewith,” there is no explicit reference to
Jackson in the book. This is a curious mode of swelling
Jackson’s fame.

For another, there is no reference by name to Richard C.
Jackson in any of Pater’s other writings either."”

For another, Pater’s friendship with Jackson “seems to
have been quite unknown until Wright published his biog-
raphy of Pater in 1907

14. Wright (1907) 11:42, 45. Wright also says (11:80): “Marius the
Epicurean . , . is the history of the progress less of a man than of a
mind—the mind to a considerable extent of his friend, Richard C.
lackson . .. [though]| few of the incidents in Marius’s career occurred
to Mr. Jackson."

15. W.B. Yeats, Autobiographies (London: Macmillan, 1926) 373
(quoted in Pater, Marius the Epicurean |London: Dent; New York:
Dutton, 1963] xiii).

16. Marius the Epicurean, " The Wright Form of Biography,” Acad-
enty No. 1826 (4 May 1907). In a letter of 17 June 1913 to Mr. Palmer
(Victoria and Albert Museum Archives), Richard C. Jackson refers
to Wright's claim that Jackson is “the Original of ‘Marius the Epicu-
rean'—the "Sensations’ and ‘Ideas’ having come from the life of him
who pens this paper”

17. Samuel Wright, An Informative Index to the Writings of Walter
Pater (West Cornwall, Connecticut: Locust Hill Press, 1987).

18. Anon., “An Eccentric Recluse: Mr. Jackson and Walter Pater,”
Times, 30 July 1923: 8. “Those who knew Jackson, particularly in
later years, were aware that he was inaccurate in matter’s of fact, be-
lieving just what he wanted to believe, and that his literary vanity
was prodigious.”
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For another, the alleged friendship which Jackson said was
“almost life-long” lasted by his own account only seventeen
years.

Jackson himself said that he had “a stout volume” of let-
ters and poems to Pater,” and he offered some autograph
letters of Cardinal Newman and Walter Pater to the Victoria
and Albert Museum,* but no record of these valuable docu-
ments is known beyond Richard C. Jackson’s claims. He
certainly never gave the letters of Cardinal Newman and
Walter Pater to the Victoria and Albert.

One of the curious features of Jackson’s character is the
pride he takes in his own modesty. For instance, he wrote in
a letter of 1913: “No man, although I may say so, has done
so much for the cause of Education as myself—in these
days—and all with' any self-advertisement.”™ The aggres-
siveness of his self-effacement is wonderful.

These difficulties have caused most writers on Walter Pater
simply to ignore the claims made on behalf of Richard C.
Jackson. And those who paid attention to the claims were
frankly incredulous. Germain d’Hangest concluded in 1961
that Jackson is a “bizarre halluciné, sorti tout droit des ro-
mans de Huysmans. ... son témoignage est aussi profondément
suspect anos yeux."* And Gerald Cornelius Monsman ech-
oed her in 1977: “The ascertainable facts suggest . ... that the
friendship [of Jackson and Pater| was a fantasy of Jackson’s
pathological imagination.”*

I do not endorse these conclusions, but I record them as
part of a chain of marvels.

Charles Lamb and the Jacksons

Wrighl learned from Jackson that Jackson’s paternal
grandfather, Captain Francis Jackson, was a personal
friend of Charles Lamb. Indeed, according to R.C. Jackson
and Thomas Wright, Lamb's essay called “Captain Jackson”
in the Essays of Elia is a portrait of R.C. Jackson’s grandfa-
ther. Captain Jackson admired Lamb so much that, accord-
ing to Jackson/Wright, “He named his son, Charles, after

19, Marius the Epicurean, “The Wright Form of Biography,” Acad-
emy No. 1826 (4 May 1907).

20. According to a letter to me of 25 Nov. 1998 from Christopher
L. Marsden, Assistant Museum Archivist, Victoria and Albert Archive
and Registry, to whom 1 am much indebted for assistance and kind-
ness. In aletter of 5 Aug. 1914 (V&A Archives), Jackson proposes to
give the V&A “a very important book by my one-time friend Cardinal
Newman—over which we had many a discussion with our friend Pater,
which work contains the Autograph of Walter Pater. I purpose en-
riching this with letters of the Cardinal & Pater”

21. Letter of 17 June 1913 (V&A Archives).

22. Germain d’Hangest, Walter Pater: I'Homme et L'Oeuvre (Paris:
Didier, 1961) 1:286-87; Jackson was a “bizarre hallucinator who came
straight out of the novels of Huysmans. .. . his witness is equally pro-
foundly suspect in our eyes.”

23, Gerald Cornelius Monsman, Walter Pater (Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1977) 46,
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Lamb, and the present Mr. Jackson has Charles for one of
his names””* Francis Jackson obtained so many of Charles
Lamb’s books that he commissioned a special bookplate to
paste into them (illus. 3):

RELICS OF CHARLES LAMB | - | Purchased at Edward
Moxon’s Sale by | FRANCIS JACKSON ESQ. | Citizen, Mer-
chant and Ship Owner, of London, | (Offices, Rood Lane E.C.
| Admitted Freeman of the Paviour City Company, 14th
March, | 1805.) | RED HOUSE, MARE STREET, HACK-
NEY*

Francis Jackson’s grandson R.C. Jackson also owned a
surprising amount of the furnishings of Charles Lamb’s
house: prints,a bookcase, two chairs, a bureau, a card table,
a tea-caddy, scores of books, and Mary Lamb’s tea table.”
When these were sold after R.C. Jackson’s death, the cata-
logue entries for several of them bore a notation with some
variant of “formerly belonging to Charles Lamb; purchased
at the Moxon Sale, 1805.”%

These mementoes of Charles Lamb were clearly very
important to R.C. Jackson, and he said that they were also
important to Walter Pater. According to Jackson/Wright,

[Pater’s] essay on Lamb was the outcome of the study of
Lamb’s library, which . . . was in the possession of Mr. Ri-
chard C. Jackson, and of conversations with Mr. Jackson
.... It was Pater’s first intention to commence his essay by
giving an account of the friendship between Mr. Jackson’s
grandfather and Charles Lamb, and a description of the
library; but . . . the idea was abandoned. He cross-exam-
ined Mr. Jackson . . . in reference to Lamb’s life and habits,
and much of the essay was written in the Charles Lamb
room in Mr. Jackson's house, with Lamb’s chair, bookcase,
bureau, clock, and other treasures within touch.”

24, Wright (1907) 11:19; “See T:P’s Weekly and the South London
Observer for 1905." According to the dedication to Jackson's The Risen
Life (1889), his parents were Susanah and Richard Charles Jackson
of Preston, County Lancashire.

25. Copies are in my Gay’s Fables (London: J. Buckland et al,,
1788), and in the Harvard copy of Burns’s Works (1802), the latter
accompanied by the bookplate of Richard C. Jackson (Carl H.
Woodring, “Charles Lamb in the Harvard Library,” Harvard Library
Bulletin 10 [1956]).

26. Important Sale of Antique Furniture, Etc., 185 Camberwell
Grove, Denmark Hill, S.E. By Order of the Executor of R.C. Jackson,
Deceased: Catalogue of The Valuable Contents Being The Ap-
pointments of Seven Reception Rooms . .. An Extensive Library of
Books Classical and Theological (about 8,000 vols.), 300 Important
Oil Pictures |including] . . . Rubens, Canaletto, . . . Murillo, Corot,
Bronzino, Breughel, Guido .. . Stubbs, . .. Claude Lorraine, . . . Van-
dyke, . . . Titian , . . Water Colour Drawings after Reynolds, Cruik-
shank, . .. Michael Angelo, and Others ... Goddard & Smith Will Sell
by Auction, at the Residence (23-25 July 1923), #137, 157-58, 506,
509-10, 512-13, 516, 523, 920-25 (116 books), 475.

27. Goddard & Smith sale (1923), #157-58, 506.

28. Wright (1907) 11:151. Lamb’s clock does not appear in the
Goddard & Smith catalogue.
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