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THE LAST
Flamboyant artist Sebastian Horsley’s death last month 
shocked the art world. Here, close friend and theatre 
director Tim Fountain gives a personal account of his life

Libertine
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n the morning of 17 
June, Sebastian 
Horsley, 47, was found 
in his Soho house by 
his girlfriend, ex-Page 3 

girl Rachel Garley, dead from an accidental 
heroin overdose. It was the final act in  
a life that was never short of controversy. 
Sebastian was so outrageous that if he 
hadn’t existed no one would have had  
the nerve to invent him. His CV reads  
like a fantastic work of fiction: painter, 
prostitute, pimp, author, self-publicist, 
dandy — he would have given the lady in 
the job centre palpitations. He swam with 
great white sharks, had himself crucified 
and published an ‘unauthorised 
autobiography’, Dandy In The Underworld, 
which was so outrageous he was banned 
from entering the US. In recent weeks he 
had become the subject of a play, which  
I directed at Soho Theatre, just yards  
from his Meard Street home. I first met 
Sebastian two years ago and we became 
instant friends. From then on we 
corresponded every week and in the run 
up to the play I saw him daily. In fact, the 
set was a recreation of his flat, complete 
with human skulls and heroin syringes on 
the walls, and hookers and dealers 
outside. Sebastian arrived at the opening 
night party wearing a red velvet suit and a 
tall top hat and was given a standing 
ovation. Not bad for a man who never tired 
of telling me his life had been a failure. 

The seeds of Sebastian’s outrageous 
life and death were planted in his 
childhood. He had a spectacularly 
dysfunctional upbringing in Hull, a city he 
described as a “cemetery with traffic 
lights”. He said that if Roman Polanski had 
made a film starring Bette Davis it couldn’t 
have begun to express the “full pent-up 
violence of a single day in the life of my 
family”. His parents were multimillionaire 
socialist alcoholics who hated each other. 
His mother only got out of bed for funerals 
and visits to the off licence. She crashed 
the Jaguar so many times that Sebastian’s 
father took the keys off her. That didn’t 
deter her — she simply mounted a lawn 
mower and drove that into Hull. She 
attempted suicide on numerous occasions, 
including the time she found out she was 
pregnant with Sebastian. He maintained 
that if she’d known he’d turn out the way 
he did she’d have taken cyanide. Sebastian 
longed for escape and as a teenager found 
it in the shape of glam rocker Marc Bolan. 
Later he tried to launch a career as a 
musician, writing songs for a punk band 
which were “so ear-flayingly bad” that he 
could never understand why they didn’t 
enjoy chart success.

C R E A T I O N  O F  A  D A N D Y
A career as a failed musician behind him, 
Sebastian departed for Edinburgh — a city 
he grew to loathe almost as much as Hull 
— where he enrolled on a course at the 
university and met his wife-to-be Ev in a 
gay bar. Apparently the first thing she 

asked him was if he always wore quite so 
much make-up. Soon afterwards the two 
of them departed for London where they 
took a flat on Beaufort Street in Chelsea, 
the street where Sebastian’s great hero 
Quentin Crisp once lived. Sebastian 
enrolled on a course at Central St Martin’s 
but was expelled for stealing equipment. 

While in Scotland alcohol had been his 
drug of choice — he was once so drunk 
that he drove his red Rolls-Royce to the 
Iceland supermarket on the Lothian Road 
and was promptly arrested for shoplifting 
— but he now took up drugs with 
a passion. He went from being, 
in his own words, “a painter who 
occasionally took drugs to a drug 
addict who occasionally painted”. 
A period in rehab followed  
and in later life he cleaned up 
considerably, but never fully  
gave up his habits. 

But by his own 
admission Sebastian 
wasn’t cut out for  
a domestic life. He 
always maintained 
that a dandy could 
not be domesticated, 
otherwise he’d lose 
his beauty in the 
process. He soon 
moved on to ladies 
of the night, saying, “I always remember 
the first time I had real sex, I still have the 
receipt.” He claimed to have slept with 
more than 1,000 prostitutes by the end of 
his life. He could afford to fund his habit 
as, during the Eighties, he had embarked 
on a highly lucrative career on the stock 
market. After completing an eight-week 

course, he installed a computer in his 
painting studio, spending his days shuffling 
between the gilt market and the gilt frame. 
He claimed to have made £1m in two years.

In 2000 Sebastian decided to have 
himself crucified in the Philippines and he 
took fellow Brit artist Sarah Lucas along to 
film it. In publicity terms it was the event 
that was to define his career. In true 
Sebastian style it went horribly wrong. It 
had been raining in the run-up to the event 
and the water had weakened the foot 
support, and the whole thing came 
crashing forward on to the screaming 
villagers. Afterwards Sebastian joked that 
bad carpentry was the cause, “as Jesus 
the carpenter would have well 
understood”. There was a serious point to 
the crucifixion though. He had wanted to 
transcend his “tainted flesh” through a 
heroic act but was forced to conclude that 
it’s not possible, and that “all men are 
crucified on the cross of themselves”. 
From here on in, Sebastian’s life was a 

raucous merry-go-
round of self-promotion, 
self-destruction, 
abstinence and fantastic 
outfits. He spent more 
than £100,000 on 
bespoke suits. He bought 

every colour going except green as he said 
he “never went to the country”. And he had 
a special pocket sewn into each one for 
his heroin syringes. 

In 2007 he wrote Dandy In The 
Underworld. It caused an almighty fuss, 
just as he hoped it would. The Times 

described it as “one of the funniest, most 
revolting memoirs ever written”. In it he 
talks in graphic detail about his love of 
drugs, prostitutes, voyeurism and orgies.

“ F U N N Y  A N D  F R A G I L E ”
I adored Sebastian. I expected him to be 
cold and posh but he was totally the 
opposite. There were two very different 
sides to him. The man in print could appear 
self-regarding and aloof and inaccessible 
but in person he was funny, warm and 
always far more fragile than he let on. He 
claimed he didn’t care what people thought 
of him and that it was important to let 
people hate you but when a critic declared 
his crucifixion paintings “feeble and 
conventional” he defecated in a turquoise 
Tiffany box and had it couriered round to 
her. Unfortunately she reported it to the 
police but he had his defence prepared 
and declared it an artwork: “The sh*t has 
hit the foe.” There was also another 
vulnerable side to Sebastian that he kept 

hidden from many people: a crippling 
obsessive compulsive disorder which 
made him carry out debilitating daily 
rituals. He once said to me at a low point, 
“People who say you shouldn’t take drugs 
should try living inside my head for a day.”

Despite his grand tastes for expensive 
clothes and lunch in Claridge’s he was no 
snob, and we had far more meals together 
in the Stockpot on Old Compton Street and 
Cafe Bruno on Wardour Street than we 
ever had at the Ivy (even though they gave 
him free food in return for a painting he 
sold them for their upstairs dining room). 

Towards the end of his life Sebastian 
maintained that he was a ‘desperate 
dandy’ and genuinely seemed to be living 
from the proceeds of renting his bedroom 
to hookers.

Some have speculated that his death 
was somehow linked to the play, that he 
had always wanted a ‘significant death’ 
and that by going at this time, he had 
guaranteed that. There’s no doubt that his 
timing was immaculate, but I’m afraid the 
truth may well have been rather more 
prosaic. Having determinedly stayed clean 
throughout the pre-production phase, he 
decided that he now wanted to party. My 
own feeling is that his death probably 
arose from him doing what he’d done his 
whole life — simply going too far. Had 
Sebastian decided to deliberately commit 
suicide I’m convinced he’d have left a 
suicide note and a bloody long one, and it 
would have been mailed to all media 
outlets on beautifully perfumed paper.

In the end, his passing marks the end  
of an era. He was one of the last Soho 
bohemians. He represented the old Soho 
of hard and fast living, of hookers and 
pimps and dealers, of Jeffrey Bernard and 
Francis Bacon, not the new Soho of trendy 
film-editing suites and gay underpant 
shops. I cannot believe I will never again 
see him bestriding Dean Street in his 
prawn-cocktail suede suit and his black 
top hat like the camp colossus he was. 
Sebastian Horsley was like The Raymond 
Revue Bar, a Soho institution, and 
now even he has ceased trading.
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 There was a point to the crucifixion. 

 He had wanted to transcend his  

 “tainted flesh” through a heroic act 

O

Horsley’s attempted 
crucifixion in the

Philippines in 2000

Mourners pay respects
at St James’s Church

Horsley with Stephen Fry 
days before he died


