
On the 350th anniversary of the Great Fire of London and
Great Plague, the National Maritime Museum celebrates
someone who puts us at the centre of the action: supreme
diarist Samuel Pepys.

“You can’t find a better commentator on the Stuart age,”
explains exhibitions curator Kris Martin. “He actually only
wrote this diary during 1660-9, but they’re some of the most
eventful years in history.”

The display begins in 1949 with the execution of Charles I.
“Pepys was 15, and he bunked off school to go to Whitehall
and witness this grisly event. He was then a budding
republican, though later, of course, he changed sides.”

Pepys skilfully navigated a turbulent period, which
included the restoration of the monarchy, overthrow of
his friend James II, and boom time for the British Navy.
Pepys was a key administrative naval figure, “improving
its professionalism so that it become a formidable force”.
Visitors might also be unfamiliar with London’s role. “It’s
a great way to find out more about the naval heart in
Greenwich and those teeming dockyards.”

Pepys remained in the capital while most fled the plague,
“so his candid observations are unparalleled. He talks about
how it affected London life – suddenly, there were no boats
on the river, and a continual tolling of bells as burials took
place. He feared his wig had been cut from the head of a
victim, and became morbidly fascinated with the plague
pits.

“During the Great Fire, he describes the ground burning
like hot coals, a cat rescued from a chimney, and pigeons
dropping from the sky with singed wings. He also worries
about his home and his family, what he should save and
how – just as we might today.

“The power of the diary is it’s so human – one man
struggling to survive. His life crosses over with this grand
narrative, allowing us to really identify with our history. It’ll be
a great exhibition for anyone studying this era at school.”

Visitors can see a digitised version of the diary, plus objects
like Pepys’s tobacco box – he chewed it to protect him
from the plague – and artefacts such as the gloves Charles I
handed his bishop on the scaffold.

But the most surprising thing is how little London’s
changed, believes Kris. “Pepys’s diary feels like it could
have been written last week – he shares many of our
current anxieties and pleasures. And while the Great Fire
destroyed lots of the city, the new London is actually very
similar physically. We’re more immersed in our past than
we might think.”

SAMUEL PEPYS: PLAGUE, FIRE,
REVOLUTION
TO MARCH 28

National Maritime Museum, Greenwich SE10
Adults £12, children £6
www.rmg.co.uk
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A treat for bookworms next week, as Julian
Barnes returns with his first novel since Booker

Prize-winning The Sense of an Ending.
Set in 1930s Leningrad, The Noise of Time
(hardcover £14.99, Kindle £9.99) explores the
collision between art and power, cowardice
and courage, and the cost of compromise.

Are you already compromising on your New
Year’s resolutions? Keep the regime going
and work off those mince pies with the free
MyFitnessPal app. Set your weight loss

target, count calories and get tips on healthier
choices. You can take exercise notes, connect
with apps like Fitbit, or use the step tracker –
so that every walk to the Tube counts towards
your goals.

How are you livening up your travel?
Let us know this year’s commuting
resolutions via Twitter @Move_To

The Greenwich Royal Observatory as seen from Crooms Hill, circa 1680
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Joaquin Sorolla’s ‘Louis Comfort Tiffany’, 1911

Pepys’s Memoirs of the Royal Navy

Monet’s Agapanthus Triptych, otherwise known
as one of his great water lily works, comes to the
UK for the first time in a major Royal Academy
exhibition examining the role of gardens in painting.
Spanning the 1860s to 1920s, it brings together
over 120 works from celebrated figures like Renoir,
Matisse, Van Gogh and Kandinsky.

Gardens gave artists the freedom to experiment, as
well as reflect their changing world. Dip into social
and art history via these vivid guides, and who
knows – it might even inspire you to spruce up your
own herbaceous borders.

Wassily Kandinsky’s ‘Murnau Garden II’, 1910
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Claude Monet’s ‘Nympheas’ (Water Lilies), 1914-15
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PAINTING THE MODERN GARDEN:
MONET TO MATISSE
JANUARY 30-APRIL 20, 2016

Royal Academy of Arts, Piccadilly W1J
Adults £17.60, children free
www.royalacademy.org.uk


