

[image: cover]



This Dark Country



for Catherine Faulkner



[image: ]



Contents

Introduction

1. Carrington

2. Edna

3. Ethel

4. Mary

5. Gluck

6. Winifred

7. Vanessa

8. Gwen

9. Nina

10. Helen

Notes

Further Reading

Image Credits

Acknowledgements

A Note on the Author




‘Often nothing tangible remains of a woman’s day. The food that has been cooked is eaten; the children that have been nursed have gone out into the world. Where does the accent fall? What is the salient point for the novelist to seize upon? It is difficult to say. Her life has an anonymous character which is baffling and puzzling in the extreme. For the first time, this dark country is beginning to be explored in fiction; and at the same moment a woman has also to record the changes in women’s minds and habits which the opening of the professions has introduced. She has to observe how their lives are ceasing to run underground; she has to discover what new colours and shadows are showing in them now that they are exposed to the outer world.’

Virginia Woolf, ‘Women and Fiction’

‘The study, the parlour, the kitchen: these rooms provide the settings for drama; they are where things happen.’

Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology



INTRODUCTION

On the night of 28 March 1918, the economist Maynard Keynes, driven by politician Austen Chamberlain, arrived at the bottom of a muddy country lane in Sussex. Once the government-issue car had withdrawn into the darkness, Keynes retrieved a painting from his suitcase ‘about the size of a large slab of chocolate’.1 Worried by the artwork’s weight, keenly aware of its value, Keynes did not want to risk any accidents on the short walk to the Charleston Farmhouse, where his hosts were waiting for him – amongst them Vanessa Bell – and placed it in a hedge for safe-keeping.2 The previous day, while war raged on the Western Front, Keynes, a passionate art collector, had dashed to Edgar Degas’s studio sale in Paris and purchased around twenty paintings with state funds.3 As a ‘personal reward’ for his service to the British government, he bought four others using his own money, the star of which was the small, inauspicious parcel he later marshalled his friends to retrieve from the ground.4

The painting, Les Pommes by Cézanne, entered Vanessa’s life as an aspirational symbol of political power: careful economic scheming and a cultural acumen acquired from the nation’s most elite educational establishments brought about its acquisition, but the apples themselves, their presence and potential, transcended this narrow context. ‘What can six apples not be?’ her sister, Virginia Woolf, asked on first encountering the painting.5 Vanessa’s response to a similar sense of the still life’s possibility was to paint her own version, placing the apples explicitly in her own home. While Cézanne’s fruit float against a backdrop of opaque colour, Vanessa’s are arranged on a patterned china plate, sweet and uneven and shining, fragments of the surrounding interior pushing in from all sides of the frame.

The adjustments were subtle, but in making them Vanessa was asking new questions about the relationship between genre, gender, domesticity and work, and outlining how aesthetics might absorb the ephemeral idiom of the everyday. The result was a deceptively simple canvas dedicated to an alternative analysis of still life. Part of her proposal about the genre’s intention and worth concerned emotion and connection – how they might be kindled into being. The thrill Vanessa felt on first seeing the Cézanne is transformed into a broader principle of creation and reception: painting as though seeing the apples’ colour, shape and texture for the first time, alive to their intricacies and unanticipated awkwardness, she invites the viewer to see their own surroundings anew. In a dense, vibrant canvas rich with intimations of the private experiences that unfolded beyond it, space is wrested open for shared curiosity, surprise and pleasure.

I’d walked down the muddy lane on which the Cézanne had been hurriedly left, and I’d stood in the room where Vanessa had quietly reformulated that painting’s terms, the extraordinary locations becoming quite familiar to me. I’d come to Charleston to research and identify previously unexplored papers and artworks, working in a space that had once been Vanessa’s attic studio. During the warmer months it filled with wasps, ladybirds and spiders, and in winter it was submerged in an obliterating cold that left me wearing my coat and hat indoors until dark, watching my breath mist before the computer screen.
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What I gathered from Vanessa’s apples was not unique to her work. I’d been thinking about how women made art for years and had, through a process I didn’t quite yet understand, become fixated on still life – never with some abstract sense of artistic merit, but with a belief in its capacity to produce and accommodate intimacy, an affective power other genres simply could not provide.

Standing before another simple still-life canvas, I’d ask myself again what exactly it was that so held me. In part it was how recognisable these scenes were, how they answered a curiosity about the smallest and most basic components of how some women lived. I’d notice light moving through a window just as it did in a painting; I’d pick up oranges in the supermarket newly attuned to their appearance, trying to see what had so captivated an artist’s attention.

In those moments I’d briefly feel my world pressed against that of those women. But identification was rarely the sole aim: the works were descriptive in ways I never could have anticipated. For they were always more than they appeared, these oranges, lemons, sparsely furnished rooms, saucepans, lilies, cups of tea; they were histories of women’s lives compiled by way of the objects that bore witness. In still life I began to see a charting of spaces, objects and experiences tantamount to a map of the artists’ most tender, troubling moments, and I pored over it, eager to piece together the narratives they held in so distilled a form. Still life took the rough, raw material of a life and reissued it as compacted, densely coded dramas on the trials of intimacy and of needs hungering at the seams of quotidian concerns.

Through these works I discovered a loosely connected network of women artists who were united by their similarities in ambition, and their shared concerns about gender, creativity and personhood. Dora Carrington, in her often chaotic personal life, struggled to resign herself to the limited roles through which women drew meaning and fulfilment – the roles of daughter, lover and wife all proved problematic. And yet in her creative practice her disinterest in conventional models of success fuelled her playful and uncategorisable art. A high-society hostess dismissed by her contemporaries as shallow and sexless, Ethel Sands painted luminous canvases addressed to the protected life she had built for herself and her partner, each artwork infused with the powerful feelings she so resolutely veiled in her public appearances. For Gluck, gender was an experimental, consuming stylistic and epistemological practice tantamount to a dynamic work of art – subversive thinking which was applied to astonishing experiments in still life. For Gwen John, her art was an intense spiritual undertaking that encouraged explosive connections between painting, writing and desire; if there was a temple for her passionate faith, then it was the spare rented rooms she occupied in Paris and depicted repeatedly throughout her career. Nina Hamnett’s paintings were as crucial to her vocation as her flamboyant social performances, each articulating something about the transgressive charge of lone women captivated by pleasure and excess – and indifferent to the promise of the family. Vanessa Bell, meanwhile, abandoned the certainties of a claustrophobic, privileged Victorian upbringing in a body of work that sought to visualise her daring revisions to the basic emotional components of domestic life.

Despite the different paths their lives took, these women were all either queer, or living awry to heteronormativity in some key sense; redefining what it was as a woman to experience love, friendship, coupledom and the family, and dedicating their lives to other women or to queer men. All were immersed within private cultures resonant with the term ‘queer’ as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick seductively defines it: ‘the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’.6 Living with queer possibility for each of these women meant dedicating themselves to alternative domestic arrangements, a conviction they sustained even when it meant compromise, or, in its outer extremes, when it risked causing them harm. These women understood with a deepening clarity what they would not accept: the traditional narrative arc of a woman’s life; the passage from dutiful adolescence in service to their family to the enthusiastic usefulness of marriage and motherhood. In its place these women defined on their own terms what constituted a liveable life. Drawing on concrete experiences and long-cultivated fantasies, each woman addressed this sudden, electrifying responsibility through experiments in domesticity, attempts at greater financial independence, fulfilling experiences of love that coexisted with professional ambition, bids at self-education – and making art.

What united these experiments was a preoccupation with intimacy: how it felt, what it meant and where it might most passionately flourish. Each of these women wondered what it was to experience enduring love, dwelled over the compromises that might be made in motherhood (only Vanessa chose to raise children) and questioned the relationship between their most intimate bonds and their creative practice. These enquiries could be summarised in a single question: What kind of life, they asked – what kind of selfhood – would best nourish their art?

*

What were the horizons of a middle-class white woman in England in the 1900s? Girls were rarely sent to the same institutions as their male siblings; instead many were schooled in the drawing room by a governess who was unlikely to have been conventionally educated herself. Young women learnt literature, languages and music, but all in small measure, because the real education was in domesticity itself: how to build an entire existence within a set of rooms, and how to embody the set of sartorial and psychological practices that constituted contemporary femininity; how to remain cheerfully fulfilled in days given over entirely to satisfying others. Without a proper education, there was little chance of pursuing a profession and few other choices besides economic dependence on men: the grinding weekly humiliation of asking for an allowance, and the uncertainty involved, never privy to the state of their own accounts; the subsequent alienation from their most habitual surroundings, knowing nothing in their lives was their own. Tethered in various ways to their father or husband, women remained in the home. What was expected of them was at least in part influenced by the middle-class Victorian feminine ideal, named by the poet Coventry Patmore in his verse novel: The Angel in the House. The Angel was sympathetic and charming and unselfish and pure and committed to her household and grateful for the little she had – happy in her absolute submission. Pleasing men was the highest ambition. The Angel never behaved with her own interests or needs in mind.

The respectable archetype of femininity was precisely what Woolf describes renouncing in her bid for artistic autonomy, a juncture that was as much about survival as it was the pursuit of her vocation. ‘Had I not killed her,’ she wrote, ‘she would have killed me.’7 As the new century progressed, more women were able to do as Woolf did, loosening their ties with an oppressive model of womanhood and seeking out a different kind of self. This was partly a result of their material conditions changing. In February 1918, after years of campaigning, female property owners over the age of thirty – women with a stake in power – were granted the right to vote, initiating a process of change that culminated in the establishment of equal voting rights for men and women a decade later. Through the fight for female suffrage, many women transformed how they saw themselves in relation to the social world, and, through access to political groups and campaign material, suddenly had the language through which to express their dissatisfaction with patriarchal institutions, as well as their hopes for the future. Losses incurred during the Great War caused a population imbalance that created a surplus of unmarried women: without the deluge of prospective partners that came with coming of age, without proposals to consider and family pressure to endure, the expected course of many women’s lives altered irrevocably. Women might now choose to live alone, or to cohabit with other women and, even if marriage beckoned, motherhood was no longer the inevitable outcome of any union. The declining birth rate, the rise of artificial contraception and an increased openness in public on issues of reproductive health meant that family sizes fell by a third between the 1860s and the late 1920s. No longer destined to spend years subjecting their bodies to one pregnancy after another, women had time to engage in forms of leisure and work that had previously been unimaginable. Educational reform meant female literacy increased from around 50 per cent in 1843 to almost 93 per cent in 1891.8 As a result, women were entering professional life in greater numbers, taking on roles in schools, hospitals, offices and shops. Women were now making their own money, and without dependants, they were free to spend their disposable income on newly available pursuits, such as magazines, cinema, radio and sports. Even changes to women’s fashion towards more androgynous styles radically altered public and private perceptions of gender and sexuality.

However, for all the personal, social and professional gains experienced by middle-class women in the new century, many restrictions remained, and the continuing plight of women artists reflected these partial freedoms. Women were painting, modelling for each other in their own studios, networking at parties, commissioning portraits, circulating advice and sharing their experiences, critiquing one another’s work, even purchasing one another’s paintings. But there were few concrete rewards accompanying these advances. Many still shared the verdict of Charles Tansley in Woolf’s 1927 novel To the Lighthouse, that: ‘women can’t write, women can’t paint’.9

Partly this abiding belief in women’s inferiority as artists was because of what they were permitted to paint. Still life, floral subjects in particular, became the remit of artists who, because of their gender, were denied access to essential lessons on anatomy. They excelled in these representations – women in drawing rooms across the country perfected the likeness of a single petal – but for artists who were serious about their craft and eager to professionalise, it was not enough. Accusations of amateurism could never be meaningfully thrown off if women remained unable to draw the human form, without which none of the higher genres (religious or history painting or portraiture) could be attempted. Despite entering art schools in increasing numbers, women found themselves painting more or less the same subjects as their forebears under the same aegis of politeness and religious dogma. Some advantages were enclosed within the practice of painting still life: for women without the time, money or confidence to hire models or occupy a studio, its subjects were readily available, and once domestic duties called, the objects were small enough to be stored (or concealed) with ease. They were convenient and they made artistic work possible in challenging circumstances, but still life largely continued to represent a form of failure, bondage and thwarted ambition. Women’s skills flourished only to hit a wall, their impact on broader culture was negligible, and the paintings themselves were often forgotten about, or destroyed. As Woolf has Lily Briscoe remark of her own artistic efforts: ‘it would be hung in the servants’ bedrooms. It would be rolled up and stuffed under a sofa.’10

Women remained under-represented in galleries, and if space was secured, then their work elicited lower prices than that of their male contemporaries and meagre critical coverage in the press. Like Gwen John and Vanessa Bell, they were overlooked in favour of a male sibling or partner; or like Ethel Sands, they were belittled as amateur by their peers; or like Dora Carrington and Nina Hamnett, they colluded in their own invisibility out of disinterest in the established symbols of success; or like Gluck, their gender nonconformity attracted more sustained attention than their art. Confined to footnotes of canonical accounts, remembered only as lovers or muses, women’s work was not only denied serious attention in their time, but continues to struggle for status today.

*

In her 1971 essay, ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’, Linda Nochlin argues that ‘the white Western male viewpoint’ has wholly determined the criteria by which we judge the value of art, casting greatness in its own image. Gender and genre were complexly intertwined in these assumptions. Still life by women had the additional problem of struggling for status within an academic hierarchy that established merit on a sliding scale in which it ranked below landscape and portraiture, and was eclipsed by religious and history painting. For most men the other genres had a clear ethical purpose, but what higher message did still life – the genre of painting dedicated to the representation of ordinary objects – carry? Rather than answer this question directly, women produced scores of paintings, and even without their sharp self-consciousness, their manipulations of the form, their inventiveness with tradition, their bulk was message enough in itself.

From its origins in northern Europe in the 1600s, still life by male painters occupied studios that reproduced elements of domestic space while wholly sanitising it of the ugly, lowly and uninteresting spectre of femininity. A few gleaming objects – no mess, no emotion, nor any trace of function. The planning and organisation of where things were bought, stored and eaten did not matter. Instead, food articulated wealth, or mapped the trade routes taken to the table; in darker moods, possessions spoke to the brevity of life. Painterliness was more of interest than purpose: note the stippled surface of a cucumber, the frills of cabbage leaves like petticoats, or the cut melon’s study in contrasts.

For women in the early twentieth century, still life remained a medium through which to explore aesthetics and politics, but to this established repertoire they added an exploration of the uneasy relationship between the public and private spheres, gender and value, lived experience and aesthetic form. The domesticity these women’s paintings took as their subject had once been an instrument of oppression, precisely the cause of their careers as artists being curtailed. Yet on canvas, a kind of reversal occurred. The power to define the values of the home no longer came from without – the patriarchal institutions that wanted to preserve women’s subservience – but from within. A new moral universe was founded, constructed by women and circulated by their creative work, with an emphasis on freedom of thought, hope and a suddenly boundless aspiration. At the same time, and through an innovation that their forefathers never conceived of, still life became a repository for daily experiences, a way of summarising the diverse parts that made up their lives.

Women’s experiences, their defining passions as well as their more humdrum certainties, had been censored for centuries, and not just on canvas. Unless you were a woman undressed, you were invisible, and if you were a woman undressed, nobody asked: Where did this woman wake up? Where did she leave her cup with dregs of tea from the previous night? What did she hurriedly make for breakfast, conscious of the time? What thoughts possessed her as she pulled on a crumpled skirt, and buttoned her blouse? What talismanic objects did she touch before leaving the house, hoping for luck, a day blessedly different to its precedent? To produce paintings drawn from the rooms in which your entire life unfolded was to address these urgent questions.

*

In one of Vanessa Bell’s sketchbooks, there is a shopping list in which each ingredient is stated – stout, oysters, salt, lemon, orange – and struck through with a line indicating their purchase.11 The items are at once present and absent – the list functions both as a verbal still life and a kind of diagram of the inner workings of the form, celebrating the presence of things that have long since perished. Part of the magic of still life is an awareness of matter’s ephemerality, how time has been halted or reversed on canvas, as well as a kind of mediumship in which obsolete objects are brought back to life, made to speak through the scored-through line. As in Vanessa’s list, in still life the food is there, but marked by our knowledge of its vanishing.
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What Vanessa’s list also brings to mind is what still life conceals, or what the form always inadequately attempts to strike through. In Vanessa’s household, those with the authority to write the list differed from those who paid for the shopping, and differed again from those who actually went to shops, bought the food, carried it home and were later tasked with cooking it. While their gender and sexuality may have positioned these women at the margins as artists, they each to varying extents benefited hugely from wealthy upbringings, and enjoyed class privileges that connected them however indirectly or unconsciously to institutions that promoted imperialist, nationalist and racist agendas.

Vanessa’s marriage to Clive Bell, the son of an industrialist who had made his fortune from coal mining, meant she never wanted for money and kept servants throughout her life. Ethel Sands, the daughter of American socialites, and Gluck, the heir to the Lyons tea shop fortune, were wealthy enough to paint without the pressures of professionalisation. For these women, their relationship to possessions and accommodation was straightforward, each entering their lives without friction, urgency or a sense of the conditional – all of which inevitably had a profound effect on their creative work in general and their still lifes in particular. Dora Carrington, by contrast, came from a suburban lower-middle-class background that provoked the derision of members of the Bloomsbury Group. She was dependent on the financial stability of her closest friends for her own. Gwen John rejected her own middle-class upbringing and spent her entire life in spartan accommodation, frequently unable to dedicate sufficient time to painting due to the necessities of wage labour. Nina Hamnett occupied a similar position, relinquishing the comforts of her childhood for a life that was as freeing as it was punitive, taking modelling and teaching jobs to stay afloat, occupying a string of squalid rented rooms until her death.

These women were all white, and with the exception of Gluck (who was Jewish), were all raised in ambiently Christian households, instilling in them a form of complacency which engendered casual racism – discernible in depressing public statements as well as private reflections – and in the case of the Bloomsbury Group, made space for anti-Semitism. While Vanessa and her circle were beginning to question the violence meted out by the British Empire, the brutal inequities of colonial power, their everyday behaviour often did not sustain these beliefs. In other words, these women’s work was complexly intertwined with their experiences of marginalisation and privilege alike. These women were courageous, full of a bold conviction to live otherwise, but they were also conflicted and complicit; what was radical about their work was often undermined by their myopic politics and their enduring attachment to their privilege. Being around them for any length of time involved a keen attunement to this dissonance, to mortifying weaknesses and dazzling apathies, to the troubling, inscrutable and contradictory.

These women’s lives did not yield the simple narrative of triumphant heroism that I perhaps unconsciously wanted from them when I began researching this book; they were (as most lives likely are) defined by their disappointments and errors of judgement as much as they were by their more palatable or radical interests and achievements. Yet it was out of this refusal to valorise, a state of unease and punctured hope and complexity, that their work began to articulate more.

*

Some of the women described here pursued their vocation and ambitions under more trying circumstances. Perhaps they lacked class privileges or cultural capital, meaning they could not access the networks that would have encouraged their practice and could have made their work more commercially viable; or their aesthetic was out of step with modernism, modest in its aims or backward in its style, making it unremarkable to their peers and later invisible to art historians; or they had little interest in exhibition or sale; or they made drastic mistakes choosing a partner; or they suffered more keenly the grip that misogynistic ideology had over everything from the art world to the medical institution. Winifred Gill, Edna Waugh, Mary Constance Lloyd and Helen Coombe were all to varying extents unable to make
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