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‘Vanessa Bell emerges from Frances Spalding's sensitive and scholarly biography as an unexpectedly formidable figure [...] the central portrait is full and generous and it rings wonderfully true.'

The Times

‘A compelling life, one worth telling, unusual in its social and intellectual contrasts, formidable in its cast of characters, poignant in its alternations of happiness and despair.'

The Spectator

‘An excellent biography: it could hardly be bettered [...] she has brought Vanessa Bell back to life [...] As a chronicle of human entanglements, and of the ways in which they were resolved, it will have an enduring fascination [...] Vanessa Bell adds a new and indispensble  dimension to our knowledge of Bloomsbury, and it is very much to be welcomed.'

John Russell, The Times Literary Supplement

‘Vanessa Bell the painter was as radical as Virginia Woolf the writer [. . . ] more so.'

Fiona MacCarthy, The Guardian

Tauris Parke Paperbacks is an imprint of I.B.Tauris. It is dedicated to publishing books in accessible paperback editions for the serious general reader within a wide range of categories, including biography, history, travel, art and the ancient world. The list includes select, critically acclaimed works of top quality writing by distinguished authors that continue to challenge, to inform and to inspire, These are books that possess those subtle but intrinsic elements that mark them out as something exceptional.

The Colophon of Tauris Parke Paperbacks is a representation of the ancient Egyptian ibis, sacred to the god Thoth, who was himself often depicted in the form of this most elegant of birds. Thoth was credited in antiquity as the scribe of the ancient Egyptian gods and as the inventor of writing and was associated with many aspects of wisdom and learning.


[image: ]


I envy painters, I think they are happy people. The painter lives with his craft the whole time: the visual world, which I adore, is always present, and the artist can always be thinking about his work, being inspired by light and so on [. . . ] Painting is an image of the spiritual life; the painter really sees, and the veil is taken away.

IRIS MURDOCH Interviewed by John Haffenden
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Preface to New Edition

When I first began work on this biography I found in conversation with others that I had often to explain who Vanessa Bell was, with reference to her work as a painter, her relationship to Virginia Woolf and her role within the Bloomsbury Group. Today, such an introduction is rarely necessary: the mere names – Vanessa and Virginia – immediately conjure up in the  public mind a pair of sisters, gifted and beautiful, who occupied a particular place within English social and cultural history.

In the intervening years I have remained haunted by the facts surrounding Vanessa Bell's life. Nowadays this is an experience shared with many others, for Vanessa Bell has moved into a key position within the history of modernist art. Her paintings are hung in public art galleries and often lodge in the mind, while critical moments in her personal life continue to attract attention. Some of her remarks come whistling back from the past, striking one afresh with their rightness, their sanity, humour and depth of feeling. the growing distance in time between her and us only seems to enhance, among enthusiasts, a hunger to know more, to get closer, attain a familiarity, in a manner akin to that which noticeably accompanies the widespread fascination with Virginia Woolf. And in recent years, both sisters have been recreated in fiction and on the screen, gaining a posthumous life, in part through the imaginative efforts of others.

But in those early years, as the history of Bloomsbury gradually unfolded, Vanessa Bell's position was very different. She at first seemed a largely silent figure. The enigma she presented left one wanting to know more. This was in the wake of two ground-breaking biographies: Michael Holroyd's two-volume life of Lytton Strachey and Quentin Bell's two-volume life of Virginia Woolf. In the first, the insistent focus not just on Strachey but also on the many subsidiary characters around him gave a new depth to the play of character in biography. In the second, Bell brought us closer to one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century, unveiling for the first time the full narrative of Virginia Woolf's life. Suddenly Bloomsbury was out there in the public domain, arousing a mass of interest, admiration, criticism and debate.

My interest had initially focused on the painter and critic Roger Fry. While researching and writing a book on his life and work, I read the  correspondence between him and Vanessa Bell. Through this I glimpsed an inside view of Vanessa's life, large pockets of which still remained hidden and unknown. I made a bid to write her biography and was successful. This gave me access to a formidable archive, much of which had not previously been seen by other scholars. I wanted readers to hear her own voice and extracted plentiful quotations from her letters, especially from those she exchanged with her sister. This made my life of Vanessa Bell of particular interest to scholars of Virginia Woolf, and for a period it was widely cited in studies of her work. Later, in 1993, a selection of Vanessa Bell's letters were edited by Regina Marler. These added further to the wealth of information on Bloomsbury, by then in the public domain.

Much has now been written on both sisters, by art and literary critics and historians, but no further biography of Vanessa has so far been produced. though she has been brought to life again by novelists and film-makers. As I write this foreword, a three-part television drama, based on Bloomsbury, Life in Squares, written by Amanda Coe and directed by Simon Kaijser, is about to be transmitted. Vanessa Bell has previously appeared in Stephen Daldry's film The Hours, based on Michael Cunningham's novel of the same name, though her part in this, played by Miranda Richardson, was relatively brief. But with novelists she has pipped her sister for attention. Susan Sellers's 2008 novel Vanessa and Virginia fictionalises the relationship of the two sisters by delivering a monologue told entirely through Vanessa's voice. And recently Priya Parmar, in Vanessa and Her Sister, invented a diary for Vanessa – something she never kept – with which to create an imaginative fantasy based on the early life of Bloomsbury, from 1905 to 1912.

These films and novels stimulate fresh thought about the two sisters and Bloomsbury. If small facts are now and then historically incorrect, this does not greatly matter for they do not impede these fictional narratives. Less happy is the use of language. The vivid immediacy and appeal of both novels owes much to the decision to use present-day language and vocabulary. But certain words carry to the modern ear twenty-first century meanings. When one of the sisters, for instance, expresses hope for ‘success', what the present-day reader understands by that word is very different to what it meant to the original sisters in relation to their work. There is a distortion of values here, a misrepresentation.

Biographies, too, have their limitations, but I hope this one will return the reader to the tone, texture and fabric of the period in which Vanessa Bell lived. Truth can indeed sometimes be stranger than fiction, and surprisingly exhilarating; and time spent in another age can free us from our own present day concerns and constrictions. A fuller introduction to my subject is found in the original preface, which follows. Here, all that I need add is my debt of gratitude to Tatiana Wilde for her enthusiasm for this book. My thanks go to her, to my agent Zoe Waldie, and to all at I.B.Tauris.


Preface

Vanessa Bell lived at the very centre of Bloomsbury and, though neither an intellectual nor a writer, held sway with her acuity, integrity, maturity and ironic sense of humour. In addition she had a gift for organization, bringing an element of creative risk to her management of practicalities. ‘How much I admire this handling of life,’ wrote her sister Virginia Woolf, ‘as if it were a thing one could throw about; this handling of circumstance.’⋆ When Vanessa left London for Studland, Asheham, Wittering, Charleston or Cassis, others followed, attracted by the atmosphere of tolerance and freedom which, with her easy control over domestic matters and her scorn of accepted conventions, she helped to create. Her hospitality is one reason why the disparate individuals who composed Bloomsbury continued to meet, to retain a group identity long after the circumstances that had helped shape their homogeneity had vanished. Vanessa remained a powerful, magnetic figure, made enigmatic by the impenetrable privacy that cloaked her deepest feelings; as her life progresses we find that, despite her tenacious belief in the need for honesty, or perhaps because of it, there were things she would not discuss.

As a painter, she also commands attention. Her commitment to art never wavered; it runs like a rod of steel through her life, an unbending central core of conviction. Combined with her talent, it led her to play an important part within the history of English painting during the first thirty years of this century and a less central but still distinguished role as a colourist from the 1930s until her death. As an artist, she invites biography because her work is so intimately associated with her family, friends and surroundings; moreover, these surroundings had often already received the imprint of her personality in the decorations with which she and Duncan Grant transformed many interiors.

In her art, as in her life, she displayed an ‘inviolable reticence’, as Virginia Woolf observed. In the naturalistic paintings of her mature and late years the world of appearances is reproduced with sympathy and feeling but never exaggerated or underlined in order to make the effect more stylish or dramatic. The mood is always contemplative, the outcome of quiet concentration. Vanessa Bell disliked story-telling in art; she shared the Bloomsbury belief that art only achieves unity and completeness if it is detached; she selected her subjects for the reflections, shapes, colours, patterns, lines and spatial relationships that they presented. Nevertheless her attitude towards her subject matter is, I believe, more complex than this suggests. The recurrence in her oeuvre of certain motifs and themes, the prevalence of certain groupings and simple geometric shapes, suggests that they had for her a personal significance, even if this was unconsciously formulated. Vanessa Bell herself would have denied any conscious use of symbolism and argued instead that her subject was ‘this painter’s world of form and colour’.⋆ It is, therefore, surprising that she quite often turned to ‘subject’ pictures, large compositions in which the figures are grouped in such a way as to suggest narrative content. Moreover, even her still lifes, interiors and garden scenes rarely deal with ‘pure form’ but often seem deliberately arranged to arouse associations.

I hope that this book will broaden understanding of the fabric of thought and feeling from which her art sprang. Critical analysis of her work has here been limited, necessarily, so as not to impede the narrative. A monograph on her entire oeuvre is needed to establish her full stature as an artist, and a more detailed examination of both her and Duncan Grant’s work before any clear account can be given of the two-way exchange between these artists, one which certainly enriched but may also have restricted their developments.

My personal interest in Vanessa Bell grew in tandem with my commitment to Roger Fry. I first saw her paintings in any considerable number at the exhibition of her work put on by Anthony d’Offay at his gallery in 1973. Like many who visited that show, I was stunned by the audacity of her post-impressionist paintings, shorn of all detail or intrusive sentiment, boldly but sensitively composed out of blocks of sheer colour.† Not long after this, I began my research into the life and work of Roger Fry which culminated in the book Roger Fry: Art and Life (1980), a study that extended my knowledge of, among other things, his relationship with Vanessa Bell. Though their affair lasted only some two to three years, it was of major importance to them both. Roger, for his part, asserted: ‘Nessa I should be a real artist really truly and without doubt if I could draw you often because you have this miracle of rhythm in you and not in your body only but in everything you do. It means ease in all the things around you and in your relations.’⋆ When she withdrew from him, he endured prolonged suffering. She, on the other hand, more attracted, to her lasting benefit and inestimable tragedy, to the homosexual Duncan Grant, never forgot what Roger had taught her, for his magnanimous temperament and energetic pursuit of new ideas broadened her interests and increased her self-confidence. Their coming together marks a turning-point in Vanessa’s life, their relationship, though brief, having pivotal importance.

The task of writing on Vanessa Bell has not been easy for she was an exceptional, original and complex woman. Her unusual personality becomes the third reason for writing this book. Judged by its human content alone, the story of her life is compelling and deeply moving, yet also highly unorthodox, even by today’s standards. Few women in any age have managed their loyalties so diplomatically, keeping husband, ex-lover and lover all within her orbit and all reconciled to each other. Vanessa was also voraciously maternal, unconsciously possessive, in a way that exposed her to suffering. And she was composed of paradoxes: a prey to vagueness, she could be unusually sharp; chilling formality went hand in hand with a quick sensitivity; she upheld the controlling power of reason yet was a victim of her emotions and intuitions, and was led to subterfuges that denied honesty; she relied on safety pins (as certain photographs confirm), yet always looked distinguished. She impressed others with her beauty which went deeper than appearance. Old age merely increased her inherent nobility, causing Lawrence Gowing to liken her to a cathedral.†

From the feminist viewpoint Vanessa Bell seems at first glance disappointing. She never joined the suffragette movement, despised female exhibiting societies and on the whole preferred the conversation and company of men. She did far less for the women’s cause than her sister and yet, judged by the standards of everyday behaviour, Vanessa was far more revolutionary. Whereas Virginia Woolf enjoyed the security of a respectable marriage and took a certain delight in society and the aristocracy, Vanessa lived most of her life in a relationship not recognized by church or state, with the man by whom she had an illegitimate daughter. So deeply ingrained was her distrust of conventional society that immediately on entering a room she could detect whether the decoration reflected a genuine sense of taste or merely a desire for social prestige. Her rejection of most of those habits and customs which curtailed the lives of other women of her class grew out of her belief in the absolute need for personal freedom. This she pursued courageously, knowing that it encouraged creativity and allowed a person to grow, expand, develop. Among Bloomsbury, moreover, such freedom was, for the most part, economically feasible.

Today the weight of institutionalized privilege in England still makes it difficult to assess Bloomsbury with adequate detachment, as both its critics and apologists reveal. When, however, its contribution to social history is finally clarified, Vanessa Bell’s personal achievement may appear the most extreme, the most monumental.



⋆ The Diary of Virginia Woolf. Volume III. 1925-1930, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (London: Hogarth Press 1980), p. 220.

⋆ From a talk given by Vanessa Bell at Leighton Park School in 1925. Typescript in the possession of Mrs Angelica Garnett.

† ‘When eventually a Rewald of English Post-Impressionism appears, they will surely emerge as some of the key pictures.’ Ronald Pickvance, introduction to Vanessa Bell, catalogue to the Arts Council Memorial exhibition, 1964.

⋆ Roger Fry to Vanessa Bell, no date (c. 1914): Tate Gallery Archives.

† In conversation with the author.
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ONE

Always the Eldest
 1879-1895
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In March 1903 Vanessa Stephen, then a student of painting at the Royal Academy Schools, paid a visit to the Guildford home of the artist G. F. Watts. He was small and frail, and in his eighty-fifth year; she was tall (five foot seven) and only twenty-three. From her mother’s side of the family she had inherited exceptional beauty, and her finely-sculpted face was made still more remarkable by her large, deeply-hooded grey-blue eyes and her full, sensuous mouth. 1903 was a relatively uneventful year in her life and a stagnant moment in the history of English art. The twentieth century still lay in the shadow of the nineteenth, and Vanessa, confronted with this eminent Victorian, was curious and attentive but on the whole unimpressed. To her he must have seemed the personification of an age that was past. He had been intimately associated with her grandmother and great aunts and in his paintings and sculptures sought to inspire noble and instructive thought, for he upheld the ‘high art’ ideals that were a part of Vanessa’s inheritance. She listened to all that he said, was polite, demure, somewhat reserved. She was soon to rebel against much that he held dear and had already begun to suspect that art, to be effective, need neither teach nor improve.

Vanessa was not, however, insensible to Watts’s immense reputation. ‘After breakfast I went into the studio,’ begins the conscientious report that she sent her friend and fellow student Margery Snowden:

Mr Watts is painting a huge tree covered with ivy. ‘That’s going to be sent to the Academy as a protest against Impressionism. You see every leaf is clearly painted ... The great mistake of modern art is that they [sic] try to make things too real ... One doesn’t want facts in a picture ... When I paint a picture I want to give a message and I care comparatively little about how good the art is.’1

Her detailed account took up another four pages. Watts’s thoughts rambled from modern portraiture to Rodin, from the English caricaturists to his recollections of Rossetti and Millais, moving on to education and the future of the British Empire. ‘He’s a very kind old gentleman,’ she concluded mildly, ‘and has quite a sense of humour.’

Before two years had passed she had become very much more critical of this painter of moral allegories. Watts died in the summer of 1904, a few months after Sir Leslie Stephen, Vanessa’s father. While Vanessa moved herself, her sister and two brothers into 46 Gordon Square, the Royal Academy prepared to honour Watts with a huge memorial exhibition. It opened on 2 January 1905 and ran for two months. Vanessa visited it on more than one occasion and wrote to Margery Snowden: ‘It does annoy one to see anyone with real talent and capabilities deliberately neglecting the art of painting and using it only as a half-learned language.’2 Her irritation partly but not fully explains why this exhibition provoked her to write an article on Watts which she sent, without success, to the Saturday Review. This uncharacteristic act suggests that Watts, who had once painted her father’s portrait, had become associated in her mind with the repressive past from which she was now determined to escape. In a sudden access of self-confidence, she assessed this Victorian’s achievement and found it lacking. Her sister Virginia evidently shared her feelings: ‘By the way,’ she wrote, ‘the Watts show is atrocious; my last illusion is gone. Nessa and I walked through the rooms, almost in tears. Some of his work - indeed most of it - is quite childlike.’3

They were a little, but not much, in advance of public opinion. During the next ten years Watts’s immense reputation collapsed like a punctured tyre and, despite attempts to revive it, it still remains limp today. In the spring of 1915 the Daily Mirror, the paper at which Vanessa most often glanced, ran a lengthy correspondence on the statues which, in the opinion of many, marred London’s beautiful parks. Watts’s equestrian monument, Physical Energy, on which he had spent many years of labour and which was now prominently situated in Kensington Gardens, received prolonged abuse. Amidst the accounts of naval expansion and other war news, this correspondence caught Vanessa’s eye; the letters deploring this statue, so she told her husband Clive, were ‘the delight of my life’.4

When Vanessa Bell’s great aunt, Mrs Thoby Prinsep, announced in 1850 her need for a house large enough to hold a regular salon, Watts suggested Little Holland House, an old farm dwelling, cluttered with many chimneys, gabled roofs and a small thatched porch. Set in an informal garden, fringed with rose-bushes, and shaded by elms and poplars, the house was surrounded by an ancient wall, part of which still runs down Kensington’s Ilchester Place. Despite its rural atmosphere, Little Holland House was only two miles from Hyde Park Corner and some five hundred yards from Kensington High Street, then a highway bordered with large houses and elaborate wrought-iron gates. Since the death of its previous owner, five years earlier, the house had remained empty, its garden silent and unused.

Soon after Thoby Prinsep took over the lease, the house and garden became the scene of his wife Sara’s ‘at homes’, held on Sunday afternoons throughout the summer months. Now the crack of croquet mallet and ball punctuated the talk of the guests as they moved into and out of the house or took strawberries and cream under the elms. Though ‘at homes’ on Sundays were a Victorian convention, the hospitality offered at Little Holland House was unusually cosmopolitan and liberal in spirit. During the afternoon certain guests were invited to stay on for dinner and as many as forty might sit down at the long tables which, if the weather was warm, were brought outside and set on the lawn. Though conversation was esteemed, a certain bohemian freedom placed guests at their ease; civil servants and army officials - friends of Thoby Prinsep, himself a retired Anglo-Indian administrator - mingled with artists, writers and politicians. Sara Prinsep sought not titles but intellect, and succeeded in attracting, among others, Gladstone, Disraeli, Rossetti, Tennyson, Browning, Carlyle, Ruskin and Thackeray.

The house helped contribute to the charm of these occasions. It was old, rambling and informal, containing long corridors and oddly positioned large, low rooms. These were simply decorated, the walls painted green, the ceilings a dusky blue. Gradually the house filled with art, for shortly after the Prinseps had taken up residence, Watts (needing little encouragement) had moved in too. He inhabited a series of upstairs rooms and painted portraits of all Sara Prinsep’s sisters, the daughters of James and Adeline Pattle, who were famous for their beauty. They also posed for the decorations which he painted on the walls of the upstairs dining-room. Visitors might find themselves looking across the table at one sister only to see her likeness rise behind her as Earth with the Infant Humanity, or Time unveiling Truth.

Watts’s love of Venetian colour and his tendency to derive poses and drapery from the Elgin Marbles contributed to the rich, cultured atmosphere of the house. He was at once the high priest and the altar at which Sara Prinsep and her sisters could display their worship of creativity. They gushed over him, nicknamed him ‘Signor’ and would emphasize his role still further by pretending occasionally to tease him for being in a very ‘high-art’ mood. George du Maurier, the illustrator and novelist, grimly observed that Watts was in danger of being emasculated by such treatment. Nevertheless the Prinseps’ genuine interest in art attracted many painters to the house; Rossetti came regularly, and brought Burne-Jones. ‘You must know these people, Ned,’ he told him as they drove to the house. ‘They are remarkable.’5 Quite how remarkable, Burne-Jones was soon to discover. On learning that he had fallen ill, Sara Prinsep swept into his house at Red Lion Square, where he was living with William Morris, and carried him off to Kensington to recuperate. From then on Burne-Jones addressed her as ‘Aunt Sara’ and was grateful in addition for the lessons he received from Watts. ‘It is a nest of proeraphaelites [sic],’ du Maurier wrote of Little Holland House, ‘where Hunt, Millais, Rossetti, Watts, Leighton, etc., Tennyson, the Brownings and Thackeray etc., and tutti quanti receive dinners and incense, and cups of tea handed to them by these women almost kneeling.’6

Beauty was a quintessential ingredient in late Victorian taste, and Watts, living at Little Holland House, had no lack of it. Sara Prinsep and her six sisters were the grandchildren of the Chevalier de l’Etang, a member of Marie Antoinette’s household who had been exiled to Pondicherry. Though brought up in India, the girls completed their education at Versailles where their widowed grandmother then lived. On their return home, they shone in Calcutta society. Their distinguished beauty (‘Elgin marbles with dark eyes’, wrote Ruskin7) was blended with charm and energy; they had a natural gift for intimacy, were sociable, warm-hearted; inclined to silliness but not unintelligent. They knew how to exert pressure graciously and usually got their way; they all married successful, if quiescent, men.

When Sara Prinsep and her sister Virginia heard that Burne-Jones was courting Georgiana Macdonald, they hurriedly called on the girl’s family to make a visit of inspection. Georgiana and her sister were in turn invited to call at Little Holland House and must have met with the Pattles’ approval as the marriage went ahead and Burne-Jones later described Sara Prinsep as ‘the nearest thing to a mother that I ever knew’.8 Sara’s interference did not always meet with such success, and when Ellen Terry became part of her household, her sympathy and understanding snapped.

Ellen first came to Little Holland House in order to pose for Watts. She had already embarked on her acting career and, having spent most of her life in lodging houses, marvelled at the beauty of her new surroundings. They seemed to her a paradise; nor did she find it disturbing when the Pattle sisters, for private conversation, resorted to Hindustani. Meanwhile her gestures and poses satisfied the painter’s eye and before two years had passed Watts proposed: he would, he argued, save Ellen from the degradation of the stage. More importantly, Mrs Prinsep wished them wed, though Ellen was not quite seventeen and Watts forty-seven.

Inevitably the marriage was not a success. Watts, old for his age and dressed almost permanently in galoshes to protect him from the damp, was tetchy and impatient; Ellen, impetuous and immature. She posed by the hour for Watts but outside the studio had no real role at Little Holland House. Mrs Prinsep, who had advised Ellen to remain silent in company, was horrified one day when the young girl demonstrated her boredom at one tea party by shaking her head from side to side, until her hairpins flew out and her hair fell down. There followed the famous occasion when Ellen appeared at one of the Prinseps’ dinner parties dressed as Cupid in a pair of pink tights. After that she was ignominiously sent home: the marriage, such as it was, had lasted less than a year.

Some sixty years later Virginia Woolf satirized the tale of Ellen Terry and Watts in her play Freshwater. When this was first performed in 1935 Vanessa Bell played Mrs Cameron, the famous photographer and the least beautiful of the Pattle sisters. Her grizzled hair and the stink of chemicals that clung to her person added a touch of the bizarre to Little Holland House. All the Pattle characteristics were found in her in stronger vein, making her daunting and despotic. She dragooned her friends, relatives, servants, as well as complete strangers, into posing for her, and if they refused she clenched her fists and spoke of eternal damnation. She did not ‘take’ photographs: she immortalized her sitters. The arrangement and sentiment dictating the poses in her photographs (some of which Vanessa later hung at 46 Gordon Square) echo the ‘high-art’ mood of Watts’s paintings; but the impersonal nature of the photographic plate brings a realism to the subject that Watts’s painting often lacks. The technique she used was the complicated and physically arduous one of wet collodion. It required a tenacity which this forgetful, extravagant, original woman, who draped herself in Indian shawls, did not lack. ‘A woman of noble plainness’, Watts politely recalled,9 with, as Leslie Stephen admitted, ‘the temperament, at least, of genius’.10

Less daunting was Vanessa’s grandmother, Maria Pattle. Taller than her sister Sara and more refined than Mrs Cameron, she looked elegant without being obviously wealthy. Maria married John Jackson, a doctor who specialized in tetanus and was a leading physician in Calcutta where he taught at the Medical College. Such was his devotion to his work in India that he did not once, during his first twenty-five years of service, make a return visit to England. Even when his wife was forced by ill health to return to London with her children, he did not rejoin her till his retirement seven years later. What seems heartless behaviour was in fact the result of his complete dedication to the service of others. It may, however, explain why his wife made excessive demands for sympathy on her daughters, particularly on her third and youngest, Julia, who, after the marriage of her two sisters, took it upon herself to care for her mother during her frequent illnesses. The chief insight into their relationship is provided by Mrs Jackson’s letters to Julia, which reveal that they flourished in an atmosphere of disease; when not describing in detail her own ill-health Mrs Jackson was obsessed with the illnesses of others. These letters suggest that the relationship between mother and daughter was over-demanding on Mrs Jackson’s part and perhaps unhealthily close.

Julia Jackson gave to her father both affection and respect, but because, between the ages of two and nine, she had not known him, her filial love turned more naturally to her Uncle Thoby in whose house she grew up. Thoby Prinsep was grand both in size and mind. Renowned for being well-informed, gentle, sweet-natured and something of a philosopher, he probably had the greatest influence on Julia’s education, for her beauty naturally allied her with the Pattles and with the life at Little Holland House. By the age of fourteen her looks had already set her apart; she had a fine bone structure, high cheekbones and wide eyes. She was tall and statuesque and, in the Pattle tradition, avoided fashion.

The main events in her early adult life happened within just three years. While in Venice, visiting her sister Mary and her husband on their honeymoon, Julia met Herbert Duckworth, the perfect English gentleman: handsome, courteous, educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge, and called to the Bar. According to Leslie Stephen, Herbert was ‘simple, straight-forward and manly’.11 Julia fell instantly in love. She was twenty-one when they married in 1867 and the following year she bore him her first child, George Herbert. In 1869 a second child, Stella, was born, and Julia was pregnant again when in September 1870 Herbert stretched up into a tree to pick a fig and burst an unsuspected abscess. He died within a matter of hours. Six weeks later Gerald, their third child, was born.

Widowed at the age of twenty-four, Julia was prevented by the newborn child and by well-meaning friends from giving full expression to her grief and the pain that lay buried within her left its imprint on her character. For the next eight years she remained a widow, wishing often for death and shrinking morbidly from any thought of returning happiness. Then in 1877 her close friend and neighbour, the gaunt intellectual Leslie Stephen, himself a widower, proposed. Julia returned his love and respect but doubted if she had the power within her to start a new life. Over the next year they saw each other daily and when apart corresponded at length. In January 1878 she finally committed herself to him and in March that year they were married.

Vanessa Stephen was born at 22 Hyde Park Gate on 30 May 1879. She shared her birthday with Julia’s daughter by her first marriage, Stella, and therefore was christened Vanessa, the second of the two women associated with Swift. Almost as soon as she became aware of the world around her Vanessa was conscious of a person smaller and younger than herself, for her brother Julian Thoby was born the year after her. His arrival occasioned no jealousy but instead aroused her affection. Very soon they were surrounded by others; Virginia was born in 1882, Adrian in 1883. Instinctively Vanessa adopted the caring, maternal role often fostered in the eldest child. She gave Thoby his bottle and later taught him his letters. Aware of others’ needs, she retained as her earliest memory the image of the two-year-old Virginia in her high chair, drumming impatiently for breakfast.

One of our first pictures of Vanessa is that of a plump, pretty child trotting beside her father’s long legs, with Thoby at her side, as they make their way to see the stuffed animals in the newly-opened Natural History Museum. Further glimpses of her can be found in the letters that Leslie Stephen wrote to his wife when her frequent visits to her mother or her habit of nursing others took her away from home. When Vanessa was only two years old Leslie thought he detected on her face a grave sarcastic expression which reminded him of himself. Her gravity repeatedly enchanted him as he watched her absorbed in making boats or decorating a Christmas tree. She was soon able to form her own opinions and at the age of eight amused her father by volunteering a piece of literary criticism. He had been reading aloud to his children, as he told Julia: ‘I have begun The Rose and the Ring though they tell me that Nurse has read it to them already. However there is no other decent bit of literature and they seem to like it. Nessa remarks that it is “dikkifult” to distinguish between Bulbo and Giglio, in wh. I think there is some truth.’12

Much of Vanessa’s early life was spent in the company of Thoby, to whom she was devoted. Her first lessons were shared with him. Leslie tried to teach them about Charles I but they distracted him with questions about the sea and how it was formed. Julia also took a hand in the Latin, French and history lessons, preferring to direct their education herself rather than employ a governess. When the lessons became more serious both parents could be strict, Leslie turning severe as he tried to teach arithmetic and Julia becoming impatient of stupidity. When Julia was away, her daughter by her first marriage, Stella, took charge; it was she who gave Vanessa her first music lesson and taught her the art of letter-writing. Ten years older than Vanessa and the most musical member of the family, she observed her half-sister’s love of drawing and gave her some chalks. The young child’s creative impulse also led her to grub in the garden for clay to model. But if Vanessa’s feeling for shape and line was evident from the start, it must have seemed out of place in the literate and articulate world in which she grew up, even if her father did sometimes fill the margins of his books on philosophy and ethics with minutely-drawn hybrid animals.

Her most intimate relationship as a child was not with her mother but with Thoby. She recalled doing everything with him, easily and affably for they rarely argued. When eventually he was sent away to preparatory school, she cried and consoled herself by taking his monkey Jacko to bed with her. Even before this, however, their intimacy had been dented by Virginia, determined to join their alliance. As Virginia grew increasingly articulate, she threw into their childhood world an element of friction; ‘though life was more interesting and exciting, it was also less easy’, Vanessa recalled.13 Her private, inner life, connected with the silent realm of form and colour, was set against Virginia’s chatter and love of words. At the age of five the younger sister stood on a windowsill and delivered a monologue about a crow and a book that might have gone on for ever had not her audience coughed her down. In the night nursery, while the embers glowed in the fire, it was Virginia who entertained the other three children with elaborate tales. Vanessa encouraged these stories. But from the start something in Virginia’s volatile nature conflicted with her sister’s steady temperament. At the same time, as Virginia recalled, ‘there was some consciousness between us that the other held possibilities’.14 Therefore if their relationship was, from childhood, based on an exchange of natural affection and unforced admiration, it was also veined with antagonism and fortified by mutual need.

It was Virginia who nicknamed Vanessa ‘The Saint’. This taunt underlined Vanessa’s matter-of-factness, her ready assumption of responsibility and above all her tenacious clinging to truth. Virginia’s imaginative flights threw into relief Vanessa’s monolithic literalness. ‘She might not see at all,’ Virginia later commented, ‘but she would not see what was not there.’15 The cruel nickname, at once exaggerating her merits and devaluing their worth, caught on, and Vanessa found herself the butt of sarcasm not only in the nursery but also among the grown-ups. In this agnostic, highly intelligent household, ‘The Saint’ implied a narrowness, a fanatic attention to duty that for the young child must have been hard to bear. When not reduced to impotent misery, Vanessa would, with Thoby, in turn taunt Virginia until she turned purple with rage. Vanessa was equally affected by Virginia’s capacity to create suddenly an atmosphere of tense, thundery gloom.

This world of intense childish emotions was mostly confined to the day and night nurseries at the top of the house. Twice a day, however, the children crossed over the main road at the top of Hyde Park Gate and entered the park gates beyond which the various avenues splayed out in many directions. Certain areas of Hyde Park were wilder then than now and Vanessa never forgot the grip of fascination caused by their discovery of a dog’s corpse in the long grass. They sailed boats on the Round Pond with their father who could become as absorbed in the proceedings as his children. Or they would follow at his heels while he strode across the grass declaiming Henry Newbolt’s famous sea-song ‘Admirals All’.

They could not forget their father’s presence even when alone in one of the nurseries at the top of the tall Kensington house. His attic study was directly overhead and as he sat in his rocking-chair, sucking a clay pipe and at work on some article, he occasionally let a book fall with a thud to the ground. Here he continued to pursue his literary career which he had begun in 1865, after a ten year period as a mathematics don at Trinity Hall, Cambridge. Soon after the start of this second career, he was given the editorship of the Cornhill Magazine, which enabled him to do less journalism and devote more of his time to the writing of books, in particular his major work, The History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century, which had appeared in 1876 in two volumes. The previous year his first wife Minny, the daughter of Thackeray, died, leaving him with their one daughter Laura.

With Minny, Leslie Stephen had enjoyed eight happy years, but their domestic tranquillity had brought out the recluse in him. Often he had refused dinner parties; he went
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