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FOR MY FAMILY


Preface

‘In about 1929 I saw coming into the church a woman in a felt hat with a wide brim, dressed in a long, dark cape, who slid discreetly to the end of the church, and there, without kneeling like the other worshippers, pulled out a sketchbook and began to draw.’ The observer was Madame Louise Roche, who lived at 6 rue Babie, a suburban street in a residential area of Meudon, a village six miles outside Paris. The artist was Gwen John. Soon after Madame Roche had noticed her in the church, Gwen moved in next door, to a plot of land containing two wooden sheds on stilts: one was her home, the other her studio. She loved the garden, and though she immediately announced to Madame Roche that she was an artist, not a gardener, she soon had words with her about the way she disposed of the slugs in her vegetables, quoting Shakespeare’s view that killing an insect was like killing a Caesar. What did she do with hers? asked Madame Roche. ‘I collect them up carefully in a box and put it outside in the street,’ replied Gwen.1

Gwen John, born in Haverfordwest in 1876, sister of Augustus, and Rodin’s model and muse, has always seemed a mysterious and shadowy figure within the history of British painting. For a long time it was assumed that she lived the life of a recluse. Since little was known about her except that she lived alone with her cats and favoured attic rooms (she liked the sloping ceilings) perhaps she, like the figures in her paintings, was also a solitary figure in an empty room, a mystical creature who hid from the world and saw nobody. Perhaps she had moved to Paris to escape the influence of her charismatic brother, perhaps she had ended her life broken and beaten down by Rodin, like his earlier mistress, Camille Claudel; perhaps she had starved herself, perhaps... But in fact, Gwen regularly exhibited and sold her work during her lifetime, and lived a busy, daring and eventful life.

In 1895, she went to the Slade, encouraged by Augustus who had started there the previous year and quickly realised that she should be there too. She was taught by Henry Tonks and Frederick Brown, and her early drawings reveal her fine draughtsmanship. Shortly after leaving the Slade she went with Ida Nettleship (soon to become Augustus’s wife) and Gwen Salmond to Paris, where she spent six months under the tutelage of Whistler. She returned to London afterwards, but was soon anxious to be off again. She decided to walk to Rome with Augustus’s new lover, Dorelia McNeill and the two made their way along the River Garonne, weighed down with a large quantity of painting materials and their portfolios, singing for the locals to buy food and sleeping under the stars. They got as far as Toulouse, then decided to change direction and headed for Paris. Gwen was to live in Paris and Meudon for the rest of her life.

Her early years in Paris are compellingly documented by Gwen herself, mainly in her letters to Rodin. She lived in Paris during one of the most exciting periods in the history of modern European painting. She arrived in the winter of 1903 and lived there and in nearby Meudon until her death in 1939, modelling and painting, producing work whose unique qualities were recognised in her lifetime and which continue to haunt and fascinate. The sixth arrondissement at the turn of the century was busy and grimy, and the Hôtel Mont Blanc, the lodging house where she lived for two years in the rue Edgar Quinet, was full of strange people: the local coquotte (Gwen’s spelling) and her lovers, the caretaker’s mad husband, excited by the idea that lady artists saw men naked; the fat cleaning lady who swore she too had modelled for Rodin – ‘like this’ – head on one side, mimicking a pose. Domestic life was eventful since, as an artist, Gwen was the object of much curiosity. Her working life, as a model in turn-of-the-century Montparnasse, was just as adventurous. The lady painters she modelled for, most of whom were besotted with Rodin, became the subjects of similarly colourful anecdotes, with their temperaments, their obsessions, their stories: Miss Hart, shocked by the neighbouring Finnish men and their conquests, Miss O’Donel, resplendent in her fur-trimmed tea gown, complaining about her poverty and boasting about her ancestry; the ‘man-woman’ Mlle Roederstein. Gwen found them intermittently exasperating, but they enabled her to earn her living, and most of the time they were diverting and kind. One of the most serious lady painters, Isobel Bowser, was the sister-in-law of the Symbolist poet, Arthur Symons, and through her Gwen met him, becoming familiar with his work. He was enchanted by hers.

Rodin was a major influence, particularly on her drawings. He recommended freedom, instinct, drawing from ‘nature’, but knew that none of this could be achieved without study: ‘on the contrary, it is necessary to have consummate technique in order to hide what one knows’.2 He soon realised that Gwen was a gifted artist, and encouraged her to bring her drawings regularly to show him. He also encouraged her to study. She read literature, philosophy and religious tracts, selecting and copying out extracts for him to read and drafting critiques and letters to him many times so that the version he read would be perfect. She set herself the highest standards, telling herself, ‘Unless you have the will to be great you will fall into mediocrity.’3

In 1911 she moved from Paris to Meudon, and began to sell her work to the well-known New York art dealer, John Quinn, who was recommended to her by Augustus. She knew that great art was never made by being seen at the right parties, but her private life was more sociable in Meudon than it had been in Paris. In Meudon she entered into the life of the neighbourhood, making friends among the local people. She also had illustrious friends – John Quinn and his companion the poet Jeanne Robert Foster; the poet Rainer Maria Rilke (secretary to Rodin); Arthur Symons; Maud Gonne. She kept her close friends from the Slade years, Ursula Tyrwhitt, Grilda Boughton-Leigh and her sister Chloe; and Constance Lloyd. But her early exuberance gradually gave way to a need for the privacy and solitude necessary to paint. She gave herself retraits – periods of time when she would go nowhere and see no one until she had solved a particular problem in her work.4 At these times, no one succeeded in interrupting her, not even (on one occasion) Ezra Pound, who sat patiently in a nearby garden drinking tea while he waited (in vain) for her to emerge.

She painted women in rooms, lots of them, canvas after canvas, increasingly trying out the same subject in many variants, challenged by the differences, trying to produce one, from the series of versions, for exhibition and in the process making technical discoveries as she ceaselessly experimented with each new variation on her subject. Her early paintings have a depth-charge; her later work in oils is haunting, mysterious, oblique, as she pursued her technical search to express ‘the strange form’. While her early figures are nerved-up, fragile, alert, her later ones are monumental, with elongated limbs, massed haunches, expressionist, big-boned hands holding enormous folds of cloth or paper, odd, misshapen flowers or open books. She used the same subject many times in order to explore the function of the room as abstract space, and to experiment with the relationship between figure and ground. Her female figures became gradually more expressionist as she ultimately moved towards abstraction. She was influenced by the work of her contemporaries – Cézanne, Rouault, Chagall, Lhote, Gleizes – and worked hard to incorporate new technical discoveries. She kept many notebooks in which she made jottings as she studied other painters’ work and developed her own methods. Rodin called her a ‘bel artiste’. Augustus, reading her notebooks after her death, found it ‘Astonishing how she cultivated the scientific method. I feel ready to shut up shop.’5 Both Rodin and Augustus were regularly supportive, and both encouraged her to exhibit and sell her work. The very men from whom she was alleged to have fled were those who took her most seriously as an artist. Just because little was known about her life, should we really have assumed that she was unaware of what she was striving for in her work? That it just crept up on her, haunting and arresting her in the way it haunts and arrests us, her viewers?

Nevertheless, Gwen continued to be an enigmatic figure. Her papers, gathered up by her nephew Edwin from the rue Babie after her death together with ‘a mass of beautiful drawings’,6 were for a long time not in the public domain. Her letters to Rodin and all her literary, religious and philosophical extracts were in the archives of the Musée Rodin but though there are over a thousand documents they are largely undated and unattributed, and they create a necessarily partial impression. The papers in the Tate Archives tell another story, but that too is partial. In 1984 the National Library of Wales at Aberystwyth acquired the papers of Gwen John from Edwin John’s son and daughter, Ben John and Sara John. Papers and documents have since been added, and the archive reveals the extent of Gwen’s social connections and friendships and her regular contact with members of her family. Her letters to her Slade friend Ursula Tyrwhitt, acquired in 1975, were now supplemented by evidence of a broad range of connections – with women painters in early twentieth-century Paris, with Maud Gonne, Rilke, Arthur Symons – and of the nature of her relationships with members of her family: her father, Edwin William John, her brothers and sister – Augustus, Thornton, Winifred – and her nieces and nephews. These papers, together with those in the Musée Rodin in Paris, the John Quinn Memorial Collection and the Foster-Murphy Papers in the New York Library, and the Tate Archives in London, have enabled me to tell her story.

‘I don’t fancy strangers writing about her somehow,’7 Augustus once remarked to his son, Edwin John, then Gwen’s legatee. Anna John, Ben John, Rebecca John, Sara John and Julius White have been remarkably helpful and kind to me, the stranger who began to research a book about painting and ended up writing a new biography of their great-aunt. I am deeply grateful for their trust and encouragement. Understanding her as thoroughly as possible has been an honour and a responsibility. It has meant not only looking at all her available work but also studying all her letters, diaries and notebooks and perusing her correspondence with a range of her contemporaries. I travelled regularly to Aberystwyth, Cardiff, Haverfordwest, Tenby, London, Brittany, Paris and New York to study her papers and explore the places she lived and worked in. Given the allegedly solitary occupation of biography, I have accumulated an astonishing number of people to whom my thanks are amply due. People helped me wherever I went, and I am truly grateful. I have endeavoured to present Gwen as accurately as possible, without speculation or invention. I hope I convey in what follows something of her sense of humour and her daring, as well as her need for independence, her diligence and her perfectionism. The more she emerged in all her complexity, the more concerned I became to try to honour her memory.

The real mystery of Gwen John’s life may turn out to have less to do with her own elusiveness than with the problem of why we find it so difficult to imagine the life-style and frame of mind of a woman artist living alone. Gwen lived in a focused, determined, ardent and exuberant way, with strenuous concentration and dedication. She once remarked that she could not understand why people wanted to have children: beautiful monuments were erected to artists who produced great works; nobody ever erected a monument to anyone for having children.8 The work she produced and the way she lived mark her out as a woman with strength of character, sensitivity, daring and originality. Her papers reveal her as a great storyteller. She loved anecdotes and had an eye for detail, and an acute ear. Single woman, life model, female artist – these are all roles which challenge our imagination and our prejudices. Gwen John’s story reveals her as a unique individual whose life challenges all our assumptions about women artists and about the distinctions between reclusiveness, eccentricity and hard-won independence. Her life was her own and she lived it in her own way. From time to time, Augustus urged her to return to Britain and abandon her reckless life in Paris. But she loved France, and had made it her home. ‘If to “return to life” is to live as I did in London – Merci, Monsieur!’ she told him. ‘There are people like plants who cannot flourish in the cold, and I want to flourish!’ 9


1



Childhood

... she would be rushed to the train and put aboard without a moment to spare, clutching her painting, still wet...1

The lanes surrounding Haverfordwest are leafy and high-banked, lit in spring and summer with the starry points of wild flowers. The path feels protected, with hedges on both sides, stretching up past South Parade (where you paraded your finery, and your family, on high days and holidays). You climb up to the Parade from the banks of the river just behind Victoria Place, where Gwen John lived as a child, and walk parallel to the River Cleddau until, very soon, you find yourself in the country. The hedgerows must have seemed very tall to a small child. She would have had to look up to see dapples of light through the trees as she made her way along the path, beaten into a track by walkers, drovers and horses, out on to the open road.

‘When I was a child,’ Gwen would say to a friend, years later, in middle age, ‘I used to cry all the time, and they told me, “don’t cry now, when you’re grown up you’ll have something to cry about.” So I was afraid of growing up and I never expected any happiness in life.’2 She had a melancholy streak, which afflicted her when she felt trapped or emotionally restrained, but when she was outside, running along the beach or walking in the open air she could be exuberant, dynamic; wild. The John children were experienced walkers – it was their father’s favourite hobby, he liked to stride ahead and pick the primroses.3 We can imagine Gwen as a small child, with pale skin, dark hair and serious, enquiring, penetratingly bright blue eyes, being led up the steep stone steps to the Parade with her two brothers – the dark-haired, pale-skinned, quiet elder brother Thornton and her younger brother Augustus (named after Augusta, their mother, and nicknamed ‘Gussie’ after her, too) – and their pretty little vibrant sister Winifred. Or sometimes they would continue along the river path (called the Frolic), down Scotch Wells past the mill where the miller used to come out all covered with flour; and on towards the old workhouse where the children had identical pinafores and blouses.4 For walking in the Parade Gwen would probably have worn her black dress with its lace collar and tidy buttons, petticoats and her button boots – an outfit that marked her out as respectably middle class, in this prosperous market town.

A ‘bustling, hilly town, centre of a rural and maritime community’,5 Haverfordwest was built on the Western Cleddau at a point where it was both fordable and accessible to the seagoing trade: until the railway came in 1853, this trade was what its survival had depended on. It was still the centre of the farming community and its market was one of the biggest and most abundant in Wales, known particularly for its wide varieties of fish and its large corn market. There was a large fair for horses and cattle every summer on 7 July. Traders came in from outlying areas: old photographs show women in traditional high, Welsh hats attending to donkeys laden with wares. The commercial traders were called bagmen, because they rode on horseback with saddlebags.6

Strict trading rules had been established. Back in 1835, Royal Assent had been given to an Act for paving, lighting and otherwise improving the town, one of its clauses stipulating, ‘No animal is to be sold in the streets except at a market or fair.’7 Victoria Place, built in 1837–9 and named after Queen Victoria, was part of a smart new project to repave the town: so many houses were out of alignment that all the awkward projections had to be removed before the pavements could be laid. The position of the town, at the foot and side of steep hills, gave it an irregular appearance, and it was felt that the narrowness of the streets, with their lack of proper pitching and paving, deprived it of an air of appropriate respectability8 – all this had been ironed out, and the town boasted a prosperous appearance by the time Gwen was born into it.

The original layout of the streets had been determined by the river crossings. ‘Old Bridge’ had replaced the old medieval bridge in 1726, and in 1837 ‘New Bridge’ provided a suitably imposing approach through the fine terraces of Victoria Place.9 In 1885, when Gwen was nine, a drainage scheme was passed (at huge expense: £4,598 was granted) so that many houses would now have drains and plumbing.10 Since 1840, the town had been ‘principally occupied by shopkeepers, mechanics and merchants of moderately independent fortune’. By 1858 it had a Literary and Scientific Institution in Victoria Place, Potter’s Library and Billiard Rooms in High Street, a police station on Tower Hill and a lunatic asylum on St Thomas’s Green. Thirty-two houses were taverns or public houses; there were six auctioneers and appraisers, fifteen blacksmiths; thirty-five boot and shoe makers; twenty-three butchers (seven of the name of White); eight corn merchants; five lime merchants; nine straw bonnet makers and eight surgeons. From the 1860s onwards, Commerce House in Market Street was one of Wales’s largest department stores; the street also boasted a branch of Ocky White’s (now at number 7 Bridge Street).11

Education at that time was primarily a matter for boys. It was still technically the responsibility of the state but the Grammar School, founded in 1813, had been set up for children of ‘the poorest sort of people and not of any who were of great wealth and ability’.12 The National School on Barn Street put the boys through examinations and there was also an imposing school on Hermon’s Hill where the better class of farmers and tradesmen sent their sons.13 Schooling reflected the class and social standing of the parents, and the only prominent school for girls, Trasker’s High School, had a reputation as a charity school. (In 1884, when Gwen was eight, it became Taskers’ High School for Girls.)14 The daughters of educated men such as Edwin John were taught at home, by their governesses or mothers, and as a child in Haverfordwest, Gwen would have been ‘educated’ at home, probably by Augusta.

Haverfordwest had considerable social and political standing. It was both town and county, as were Carmarthen, Chester and Bristol; but not even these had, as Haverfordwest had, its own Lord Lieutenant, who appointed the magistrates, and the magistrates of Haverfordwest appointed their own chairman of the quarter sessions, which was also unusual.15 Respectability was the keyword. The Pembrokeshire Herald for 23 June 1876 reported the Pembrokeshire election, and reflected the prevailing views of the town: ‘It is with the heartiest satisfaction that we announce that the canvass on the constituency on the part of the Conservative candidate has been a great success in all the divisions of the country, and there is no reason to doubt that he will be returned as the representative of Pembrokeshire by an overwhelming majority.’ Just one birth was reported that week, on 17 June; only the professional classes announced private events in the newspaper. But in the Herald for 30 June there were four, including this one: ‘On the 22nd instant, at Victoria Place, Haverfordwest, the wife of Mr. E.W. John, solicitor, of a daughter.’16

Six weeks later Augusta registered the birth, at Haverfordwest Register Office, of Gwendolen Mary John. It was usual for births to be registered more immediately, and by the father of the child, but the slight delay, and the registration by the mother, suggest nothing particularly untoward. Some items in the Herald for 23 June – the day after Gwen’s birth – give a sense of the world she was born into. ‘John Miller & Co’s Reliable Cattle Food’ was advertised: ‘The Cost is Trifling, the Results Gigantic.’ There was a notice to stock feeders: ‘As LINSEED CAKE is extensively adulterated, we are doing all we can to put before our customers a Pure Article.’ The Duke of Connaught’s marriage was reported. The maxims for the day included, ‘How to destroy flies – Encourage spiders’ and ‘A lock that burglars cannot pick – Wedlock.’ The newspaper also supplied ‘ADVICE TO MOTHERS: Are you broken in your rest by a sick child suffering with the pain of cutting teeth? Go at once to a chemist and get a bottle of MRS WILSON’S SOOTHING SYRUP. It will relieve the poor sufferer immediately.’ The poem for the day after Gwen was born was ‘Unsung’, by T.H. Aldrich (‘As sweet as the breath that goes / From the lips of the white rose / As weird as the elfin lights / That glimmer on frosty nights, / As wild as the winds that tear / The curled leaf in the air / Is the song I have never sung...’)17

As a child herself, Gwen’s mother Augusta had learned to paint, attending ‘Mrs. Leleux’s Establishment’ at Eltham House in north Brixton, and she went on drawing and painting up to the time of her marriage.18 Her painting, Oranges and Lemons,19 showing children playing the childhood game, hung on the wall in Gwen’s childhood home. Augusta painted in the conventional Victorian pastoral style; her Figures in a Landscape20 show a peasant woman and her two children, their belongings in soft swag bags, pausing in their journey along the open road. The mother is putting the boy’s bag on his head so that he can carry it and the painting is gentle but lively, done in good, strong colours. Augusta signed it ‘Gussie’. Her Landscape with Cows,21 which she signed ‘A. John’, hangs in the Dalton Collection in Charlotte, North Carolina, among Constables, Rembrandts, Sickerts and Turners, and is attributed to Augustus.22 She came from a long line of successful Sussex plumbers. Her father was the younger son of Thomas Smith, a village plumber, who was born in Chiddingly, in Sussex. When he inherited his father’s business he moved to Brighton and in 1831, aged twenty-two, he married Augusta Phillips. They lived in Union Street. A year after Augusta died, he married again, the twenty-six-year-old Mary Thornton. They had at least ten more children, of whom four died in childhood. Mary’s third child was called Augusta, after Thomas Smith’s first wife.23 (Augusta called her first-born son, Gwen’s elder brother, Thornton.)

The man Augusta fell in love with, the solicitor Edwin William John, was the grandson of Welsh labourers living in Haverfordwest, though when his children later pressed him on the matter of their ancestry, he insisted that ‘we come of a line of professional people’.24 Edwin’s father, William John, also a solicitor, had married Mary Davies, a local seamstress; Edwin was the fourth of their six children and the second son. Edwin brought his young wife to Haverfordwest where they set up home in Victoria Place (he practised from his office in nearby Quay Street). He was evidently an immensely shy man, with few friends. If he saw a friend approaching in the street, he would hurry by as if late for an appointment. He stood very straight, with a commanding nose and a heavy moustache. When somebody once mistook him for a high-ranking officer, he was delighted.25 He and Augusta were apparently very happy together. One of their common interests was music. She liked to play Chopin on the piano, while he played the organ, and preferred religious music.

Augusta was well liked. When she went about her business in Haverfordwest and nearby Tenby, which she liked to visit, she took her children with her as she made her way through the town, holding them by the hand. She painted all round the walls of the nursery to amuse them.26 She taught them to paint by colouring outline pictures in drawing books.27 In the summer holidays, she may have sat on the beach with her parasol while her children played on the sand. Perhaps she sometimes even went to the beach to paint, since Pembrokeshire was an area popular with artists and there were often painters on the beach. Augustus later remembered that ‘Gwen and I, full of curiosity, would approach as near as we dared, to watch the mystery of painting. Even at that early age we were vaguely aware of Art and Beauty.’28

It was a long journey in pony and trap to Broad Haven, the seaside coastal inlet on St Bride’s Bay just over six miles from Haverfordwest, where the family rented a large house with green gables, overlooking the sea, every summer. The pony and trap would have taken them down steep, narrow, winding roads towards the sea, and suddenly round the last bend, there it was: spread out and glittering ahead of them, the lion rock just visible, far out. Their house, Rocks Drift, was dour and imposing, right on the sea front, so they could lie in bed and listen to the sound of the sea all night. On the beach there was a large, dark cave, a safe but voluminous place for children to play. Out at sea are large, mysterious-looking rocks. The colour of the stone everywhere holds the light softly, so that it brushes against stone in patches and drifts, like watercolour washes. A primitive sect in the district practised baptism by total immersion: girls in skimpy dresses could be seen emerging from the water, making a lasting impression on Augustus, ‘like Naiads from the ordeal’. At home, the day started with prayers, in which everybody joined. Those big enough to read were given improving tracts to follow: Jessica’s First Prayer; Christy’s Old Organ; The Lamplighter. Edwin John was a good churchman; his faith, Augustus later judged, was ‘securely based on a shrewd estimate of its contingent rewards and penalties’.29

But Augusta was never well. She suffered from chronic rheumatism and travelled widely in search of a cure.30 When her health began to fail, her sisters arrived from Brighton to take care of the children. Rosina and Leah Smith held positions of high rank in General Booth’s Salvation Army, and travelled about in a wickerwork pony and trap, the ‘Halleluja Chariot’, preaching the word. Aunt Leah was by all accounts ‘a lady of ruthless cheerfulness and alarming eloquence’,31 and ‘already a notable saver of souls’. She had toured the US, successfully recruiting many new followers to the faith, and in the process polishing her platform technique.32 Aunt Rose was, according to Winifred, ‘a little whirlwind’. She had a face like a ferret, the children thought; they used to worry that one day she might get shot by mistake.33 The aunts established their territorial rights by dismissing the children’s nurse, who had encouraged them in wild habits. They used to like to go with her to her home in the Prescelly Mountains and be given cawl – the local soup – and listen to the local men, with their dark beards and brass-toed clogs, all chattering in Welsh. The John children had other shocking tastes: they were allowed to go to the circus and watch all manner of people and animals cavorting, and they were regularly in the audience at ‘Poole’s Diorama’, a vast historical succession of pictures unrolled on endless canvas on a stage, to the accompaniment of music and other sound effects.34 On market days they watched the gypsies, who came with their horses and carts and joined in the general noise, the ‘lowing of cattle, the screaming of pigs and the loud vociferation of the drovers’.35

In 1884, when Gwen was eight, Augusta died, mysteriously and inexplicably among strangers, at Ferney Bottom, Hartington in Derbyshire. The cause of her death was given as rheumatic gout and exhaustion; she was thirty-five.36 Edwin John had deeply loved his wife, and suffered very much from the tragedy of her illness and loss.37 Much later, when Gwen was nearing the end of her own life, her elder brother Thornton referred to secrets their father had kept from them, he thought, to their great benefit.38 Augustus always thought there was something secretive about him, too.39 Perhaps he generated this atmosphere among his children simply by trying to protect them from knowing how ill their mother really was. Her death was not recorded in the Pembrokeshire Herald. The children ran about the house in a kind of baffled hysteria, chanting, ‘Mama’s dead! Mama’s dead!’40 – relieved, perhaps, that at last the tension and confusion of her strange absences had been resolved into something more accountable.

On Augusta’s death, Edwin wound up his practice and removed his children to Tenby (in overdue deference to her wishes – would she have preferred life there? – or perhaps just to be somewhere larger and more anonymous, to escape the painful memories surrounding him in Haverfordwest). His life changed: he still practised a little, but he was not the pillar of society in Tenby that he had been in Haverfordwest. He led a quiet life from now on, with the occasional attempt to interest a new prospective wife, a habit Gwen and Winifred fiercely disapproved of.41 He composed organ music, and his Berceuse for organ was published by the sheet music publishers, Boosey & Hawkes (there is a copy of it in the Tenby Museum). It is a spirited piece in G major, in 6/8 time, to be played con moto.42 Every Sunday, he walked the mile and a half to the tiny church at Gumfreston to play the organ. When he died (not long before Gwen) aged ninety-one, he was buried in the graveyard there. He taught the local children to play the organ, and in the evenings he read aloud to his own children. It was he who planted in them, especially Gwen and Winifred, their great love of literature. (He may have read only to the girls, because when Augustus, much later, was rummaging among dusty books in the attic at Victoria Street, he came across a pile which surprised him, including Hamilton’s Memoirs of the Comte de Grammont; Madame Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled; Richard Carlyle’s Key Arch; some Smollett novels, Marlowe plays; Currer Bell’s Jane Eyre.)43 Winifred, years later, certainly remembered being read to by him; Gwen read literature all her life.

In Tenby they lived at 32 Victoria Street, a small, terraced street leading away from the South Beach end of the Esplanade, the last road at the end of the prom, with the sea at the bottom of their road. Round the corner at the end of the prom itself, there were more imposing, four-storey houses, in scale and atmosphere more like the architecture of Brighton than that of Haverfordwest. Tenby was very much a seaside resort, with palm trees and clear, blue skies. It was blander, wider, bluer, altogether more municipal than Haverfordwest, with ancient, crumbling high walls, a strolling fiddler and bathing machines on the beach. The Johns were aware of other families in the neighbourhood, including the beautiful and rebellious Swinburne children, descendants of the poet, and the Prusts, who lived in a big house on South Cliff, Major Prust resembling ‘an ancient Elizabethan courtier qualifying for the block’, according to Augustus. But strict rules of snobbery were observed, and families would exist side by side for years without acknowledging one another.44 Gwen and Winifred now began their education, taught by the mother of one of their friends, a ‘Miss Wilson’, in a private, dame school for three pupils, Gwen, Winifred and Miss Wilson’s own daughter.45 Miss Wilson must have been diligent about deportment, one of the key lessons for young ladies, since Gwen seems to have spent some of her lesson-time on her back, her little sister Winifred lying loyally beside her. They would always be close. As an adult in Canada, married with three children of her own, she would write Gwen dazzling letters combining family news, hilarious anecdote and solicitousness, recognising in her the family tendency to melancholy and ‘nerves’.

In the holidays, the children explored the wild, coastal places near Tenby. Their favourite haunts were Begelly, where in the company of ‘only... a few cattle, geese and gypsies’ they ‘ran happily wild’,46 St Florence, and Manorbier, where you can follow the exposed, craggy cliff walk with its sheer drop down to the sea. In Manorbier they stayed with a German lady whose husband studied philosophy alone in his room. When he did emerge, he could be heard complaining about ‘those turbulent Johns’.47 They spent long days running in and out of the sea at Lydstep, Monkstone and other deserted spots along the coast. They sketched on the sand, and Gwen made rapid drawings of beached gulls, shells and fish on stray pieces of paper, or sometimes in the margins of the frontispieces of the book she was reading.48

The beach at Tenby was wide, pale; flanked on one side by a crescent of tall, typically Welsh terraces. In the evenings the lights were dotted round the curve of the bay, and people walked in the moonlight by the sea. By day their faces caught the light as children ran alongside parents, nurses, big sisters. One of Gwen’s earliest known paintings, Landscape at Tenby, With Figures49 depicts a willowy young lady, smartly dressed in long dark coat and high, elegant hat, walking by the sea, evidently at a brisk pace, holding by the hand a small girl who gazes up at her. The light falls on the upturned face of the child, and the figures are delicate and gently animated. All the lights of Tenby are studded along the coastline, it is twilight; and the sea is serenely, moodily blue. In the background a mother is busy with her two children and their dog. The model for the elegant lady was Gwen’s sister Winifred, the little girl with the uplifted face may have been a friend or even a stranger.

There were always children on the beach. As they grew older, Gwen and Augustus began to choose models from among them to sketch. Gwen, in particular, had an eye for the beautiful ones. The local inhabitants of Tenby in the late 1880s and early 1890s thought the Johns very bohemian and wild. As small children they had played on the beach without shoes or socks; now they began to pay the local children to go with them to their attic bedrooms in Victoria Street, where they would paint their portraits.50 One of Gwen’s subjects, a wild, blond boy like an angel, came accompanied by his mother. This ran the risk of compromising Edwin, and they both had to be dispatched. On such occasions, however, Gwen would face her father down. One day, she and Winifred launched a comprehensive attack on him. He was mean, he could not stop embarking on embarrassing matrimonial adventures; he was plotting to ruin their lives. Papa, in the face of this passionate outburst, appealed in despair to Augustus; when he intervened with an equally passionate defence of their father, the three of them turned on him. Augustus later remembered it as an episode which illustrated ‘Gwen’s implacable nature when roused’. (Winifred, too, had suddenly displayed a ‘fierce and unexpected intransigence’).51 Gwen would always stand up to her father, but it did not seem to diminish his love for her, even though as an adult she found his company impossible (she saw him only twice, both times briefly, after she moved to Paris in her twenties in 1903, though they corresponded regularly and with affection).

Gwen and Augustus always sketched and painted. It was what they shared, and it made them vivaciously close in their early years and affectionate and caring of each other all their lives, even though eventually it was her elder brother, Thornton, whom she confided in. The photograph of Gwen aged about eight, posing with her brothers and sister and their nurse, tiny, proud and ramrod straight in her hot-looking boots, hands gracefully clasped, shows someone already capable of displaying qualities of detachment and control, a self-possessed observer, with a strong sense of restraint.52 Already she displayed pride, extreme seriousness, a strong regard for propriety and a capacity for defiance. When she joined Augustus at the Slade eleven years later in 1895, his remark, ‘She wasn’t going to be left out of it’ had the familiarity of an oft-used phrase.53 Often, as her life unfolded, she displayed something in her temperament that went beyond mere determination. She was ardent in her opinions and in her wishes. She was astute and wise, but if integrity was the issue she could be ruthless.

In apparent contrast to this was her painful shyness, which later went hand in hand with a deep impatience with herself for allowing herself to feel intimidated by arrogant or opinionated people. As young women, Gwen and Winifred would speed through the streets of Tenby on their cumbersome Edwardian bicycles. On one occasion a crowd of soldiers had to part to let them through as they rode, heads down, ‘blushing furiously’ at their own recklessness.54 It is not such a baffling contrast, though, given that both states signalled an ardent nature in the making. When, not long afterwards, she dived perilously off dangerous rocks, or posed nude for artists in bohemian Montparnasse, she was exploring her own nature, and enjoying a particular kind of protected exposure. It was social exposure that seemed more daunting: in provincial Britain, that could partly be dealt with by wearing the right clothes. Miss Wilson taught the importance of hats,55 and Gwen was always fascinated by them. She drew and painted them inimitably: they are weighty, massed things, with a life of their own, in her paintings. (Later, in her thirties, when she moved apartments in Paris in 1907, she would let the drunk and belligerent removal men handle everything on their horse and cart, except her paintings and her hats.)56 The John parents would also always have been impeccably turned out. In 1919, her father sent her an example of his ‘self-photography’. It shows him standing stiffly to attention on the beach at St David’s in his three-piece suit and bowler hat.57

Some of Gwen’s earliest fully accomplished drawings are of Winifred in her hats. In Winifred John in a Large Hat58 she painted her with hair curled untidily about her face, her hat alluringly tilted, the brim pulled down on one side. In Winifred John in a Flowered Hat,59 the hint of wildness is in the hat itself. The figure, her hair now in a sophisticated chignon at her neck, sits in an attitude of dignified composure in a hat heavy with roughly sketched flowers piled high; the crown is suggested rather than drawn, the flowers elaborate and whimsical. Like Gwen, Winifred was an intriguing mixture of exuberance and restraint. In Portrait of the Artist’s sister Winifred,60 an early oil painting probably done in about 1898, the year Gwen left the Slade, she captured Winifred’s grace and flair, wearing a bright, red scarf, caught in a moment of absorbed concentration, about to unbutton her glove. A drawing she probably did even earlier (perhaps during her Slade years) – Portrait of Winifred John61 – captures her luminously fair complexion and the gentle, trustworthy gracefulness which also animates the figure modelled by Winifred in Landscape at Tenby, with Figures. But of the two sisters, it was Gwen who would become both more unconventional and more austere, the bohemian and the ascetic. Whatever they learned at ‘Miss Wilson’s Academy’, they both developed a love of literature and an interest in spirituality (Gwen’s interest eventually became more intellectual than Winifred’s, which would always have more in common with the aunts’). Both sisters, particularly Gwen, read widely and seriously (in Paris, she would study Shakespeare and the Greek tragedies and read Verlaine, Rilke and Mallarmé; Richardson, Poe, Dostoevsky, Thomas Hardy, D.H. Lawrence and Katherine Mansfield, as well as lighter popular fiction).

While she was still in Tenby, Gwen painted her first self-portrait,62 an early precursor of the Self-Portrait she was to do a year or two after leaving the Slade, in about 1900. She posed in the same brown blouse, her hair in the same chignon, though she displayed in it none of the fine draughtsmanship she would later learn at the Slade. The later portrait is the work of a professional painter; the earlier one is by an ambitious amateur. Already, in the early portrait, she achieved a special quality, a barely restrained nervous energy warring with absolute composure, stillness, control. Already she was alert in her work to a coexistence of indomitability and fragility, delicacy and strength, detecting it both in herself and others. Also already there was an awareness of being looked at, and the clearly detectable intention to show herself, if she must be looked at, as she actually was. It was a quality she often drew out, not only in her self-portraits but in her female sitters. Whatever their state of energy or repose, her figures seem to be saying to the viewer, look at me if you will, but see me as I am.

Gwen’s life, from eight years old onwards, was a mixture of freedom, recklessness, respectability, culture, and the lack of it. As provincial childhoods went, it was cultured, despite her lack of formal schooling, since Edwin John recognised the importance of the arts, and went regularly every year to exhibitions at the Royal Academy.63 He used to take his children to the theatre in London, and Augustus and Gwen took their sketchbooks, drawing furiously between the acts. She enjoyed an unusual degree of physical freedom, an impassioned sense of independence, a sense of organic connection with the landscape around her, and an intensity of experience. She quarrelled and ran and swam; she knew how to put her foot down; she could forget herself. Behind the smart black dress of the little motherless girl, with her clasped hands and her neat fringe, there was a relaxed, uninhibited child, wild and free, with a sensual awareness which she and Augustus acknowledged to themselves, early on, as a perception of beauty.

She also had other gifts. She could function happily both alone and in the company of others, and when she made friends, she judged them carefully. She was very close to each of her brothers and sisters. When Augustus came to write his memoirs, late in life, and referred implicitly to himself and Gwen, he employed an easy, effortless ‘we’. When he described Thornton and Winifred, it became even clearer that ‘we’ usually meant Augustus and Gwen. She loved him, and he cared very much about her, though he could occasionally make her feel miserable and tended to play up the eccentric side of her nature when he talked to other people about her. Years later, he would tell people that Gwen ‘utterly neglects herself for some bloody mystical reason’ (in the same breath as ‘borrowed a fiver off her’).64 They had serious rows about who was actually the elder.65 If she sometimes felt he threatened to outshine her, he had had a head start, with his conventional schooling. She was intellectually ambitious, so her idiosyncratic spelling irritated her and she always felt, like many women who grew up in the Edwardian era, that she was insufficiently educated. When she died, Augustus could not resist commenting that there were spelling mistakes in her will,66 but it hardly mattered: she wrote the same way as she learned French, by ear; and she was learned as well as articulate.

The year she spent in Tenby with her father, after Augustus had gone up to the Slade in the autumn of 1894, must have been enough to convince Edwin of the wisdom of allowing her to study art in London too. She started at the Slade in 1895 and stayed for three years, making friends she would keep all her life. They were formative friendships, inspiring, reassuring, demonstrative and enduring. She also learned at the Slade methods and techniques which she would build on and develop throughout her life as an artist. She was an intense and responsive student. Winifred later told her own children the story of Gwen’s intermittent visits home. ‘The morning of her return day would be a wild skirmish of getting ready – until the moment to leave, when it would be discovered that she was missing. A frantic search would finally find her on the sands finishing a last painting. She would be rushed to the train and put aboard without a moment to spare, clutching her painting, still wet.’67
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The Slade

... addicted to Diamonds and violets...1

When Augustus, in those days ‘very quiet, polite, clean-shaven and neatly dressed’,2 began at the Slade in 1894, he quickly realised that Gwen should be there too.3 So she left Tenby behind – as it turned out, effectively for ever – and with it, her identity as a young, unawakened Pembrokeshire girl, sketching and reading and trying to live with her stern, heart-broken father. In the autumn of 1895, she arrived at the Slade. London made a heady contrast with home, with its mahogany furniture, its shelves of devotional works and law tomes, stuffed doves beneath glass cases; and her father’s sustained grief and gloom.4 When she first arrived, she and Augustus lived in separate lodgings – Gwen, he was in the habit of saying, favoured ‘slums and underground cellars’,5 for all the world as if his own habitations were palatial – but they still had a lot to do with each other. He had already made his mark on the largely female student coterie, and when Gwen arrived, her friendships gradually consolidated things socially. She was shy: one fellow student, Ethel Hatch, later remembered her as ‘very fragile-looking and very quiet in her manners’.6 But she was popular, and dearly loved by those in her immediate circle. According to Augustus, all the women were brilliant and beautiful; and they outnumbered and outshone the men. He later remembered that the Slade ‘abounded in talented and highly ornamental girl students: the men cut a shabbier figure and seemed far less gifted’.7

One of the girls – the Slade’s prodigy, Edna Waugh – looked set, at only seventeen, to outshine the rest. She had begun there aged only fourteen. She was vivacious, imaginative and gentle and she befriended Gwen who, though she was most of the time reserved and self-contained, was nevertheless prone to sudden bursts of exhilaration or despair. They used to go to lunch together – for which Gwen insisted on wearing her hat – and talk about life in Wales, Gwen remembering how she used to cycle for miles in spring to gather the first daffodils in the Pembrokeshire lanes.8 The women’s friendships were essentially demonstrative: these were Edwardian daughters most of whom had not even left home. Edna travelled back at the end of each day to her family in St Albans (her father was director and founder of the NSPCC). Ida Nettleship, Gwen’s other close friend, was the daughter of Jack Nettleship, the renowned animal painter. Her mother was a theatrical dressmaker, and Ida lived with them at 58 Wigmore Street.

The girls treated one another as sisters. They conversed with each other in florid, Pre-Raphaelite vocabulary: Ida, said Edna, ‘rises like a wild spirit and she comes to me but I cannot speak to her and she turns away. I can hear her saying “Oh Edna, my willow, you are too cold,” and yet I feel I love as much as she loves.’9 They were all affectionate and close, especially Ida and Ursula Tyrwhitt, who was to become Gwen’s lifelong friend. She was an elegant, sophisticated girl five years older than the others. It had taken her five years to make her family relent and allow her to study art, so she was twenty-one when she arrived at the Slade in 1893, and twenty-five when Augustus (‘the young fawn... dangerous breaker of hearts with his looks and ardour,’ according to Will Rothenstein)10 realised how beautiful she was and began a brief flirtation with her which more than confirmed her family’s worst fears. In the summer of 1897 Augustus was almost to decapitate himself in a dramatic diving accident which changed his character for ever. He was absent from the Slade for a few weeks at the start of that autumn term; when he returned, with wilder hair and beard, more flamboyant dress and hoop earrings, Ursula had disappeared, magicked away by her family to Paris, out of harm’s way. When she returned she transferred her affections, more safely, to Gwen.11 Also at the Slade was Constance Lloyd, who had nine sisters and thought Gwen looked like a figure in a Puvis de Chavannes painting. Grilda Boughton-Leigh, a lean, elusive girl, would also become her friend.

In February and March of 1898, Gwen’s final year at the Slade, a student aptly named Logic Whiteway made, with the help of her friend Dolly Jeffreys, a book of illustrated caricatures of the tutors and students: ‘The Slade Animal Land, As seen by the Lo. With help in ideas from the Jeff and other friendly animals.’12 It was an extension of Edwardian childhood reading, and may have been done to impress Tonks, who was a skilled cartoonist; students and tutors both appeared in it, deftly and accurately illustrated, their remarkable characteristics exaggerated, their personalities affectionately caricatured. The animal personae included, in addition to the tutors Fred Brown, Henry Tonks and Wilson Steer (‘The Fredd’, ‘The Tonk’ and ‘The Drafft’), Gwen, Augustus, Ida, Ursula, Louise Salaman and Grilda Boughton-Leigh. The interpretations were ingenious. ‘The Tonk’ was ‘a voracious bird which lives on the tears of silly girls. Its sarcasms are something awful, but it generally says “All right, go on.” (It only does it to be clever)’; ‘The Fredd’ was ‘learned and kindly’ with ‘a big jaw, but it seldom bites’. ‘The Drafft’ was depicted with a continuous cold, dosing himself up with potions and pills. Augustus (by now dramatically bearded) was ‘the Beardgion’; Ursula was ‘the Peewit’. Ida (‘the Nettlebug’) was ‘one of the “geniuses” the carroty Salamander [Louise Salaman] lives on’. Grilda was ‘the Leen’, a long-limbed, cadaverous creature, sitting with huge webbed feet and large hands, its knees drawn up. ‘This drab coloured animal,’ commented the Lo, ‘haunts the Slade at intervals.’

Gwen, in Slade animal language, was ‘the Gwengion’, and she seems to have inspired an eloquent and fulsome commentary. ‘This strange little animal is so artistic that if you say “Hooks & eyes” it faints and asks for “Hairpins,” oh dear! It is addicted to Diamonds & violets.’13 This was not the only comment on her diamonds; Augustus would mention them to Ursula in the summer of 1897, asking her, ‘Have you seen my sister’s diamonds? They must have caused a sensation.’ (He drew a sketch of Gwen, depicted from behind. Brown and Tonks are facing her, with exaggerated poses and expressions of astonishment.)14 The diamonds may have been family heirlooms; they may have been her mother’s. Or perhaps they signalled a running joke, and were not actually diamonds at all. As for ‘oh dear!’ it seems to have been something she often said, characteristic of emotion spontaneously voiced, but with an edge of restraint.

Classes at the Slade ran from ten in the morning until five in the afternoon and consisted mainly of work in the Antique and then the Life Room, interspersed with lectures on anatomy, perspective and history of art. In the evenings, the students gathered in the cafés and cheap restaurants around Tottenham Court Road, Euston Road, Charlotte Street and Fitzroy Street,15 or congregated in one of the local studios to model for and draw one another. Although in London life modelling was no job for a lady, and life models tended to be working-class women past their prime,16 the importance of the modelling cannot be overestimated. Gwen was learning a skill which was to become a way of life, and it would soon be how she earned her living. (Even in France, things were only just beginning to change.17 Modelling was traditionally strictly reserved for the lower social echelons, but lady painters and sculptresses tended to model for each other.) When they were not drawing or talking, the Slade students went to the theatre: Drury Lane or Sadler’s Wells, where you could get a box for a shilling, or the Empire, where for the same price you could get a seat in the pit and see the ballet. At Sadler’s Wells there was ‘Variety’, with a melodrama to follow: they saw Marie Lloyd, Herbert Campbell, Vesta Tilley and Victoria Monks. They would come home together in high spirits, Augustus waving his walking stick in the air, with unfortunate consequences, once, for the chandelier.18

Gwen’s drawing, Portrait Group,19 reflects the mood of that time. Painted in 1897 or 1898, it is flighty, whimsical, full of life. It shows an unstructured room, casually inhabited by students: a female figure to the left of the picture with a dancing step, skips about in her little pointed shoes and striped socks. The desk is casually draped with a cloth, as if it could be either eaten off or worked on; there is a second female figure at the desk, and two male figures – Augustus John and his friend, Michel Salaman. Outside, glimpsed through the window are two figures walking and talking (possibly Gwen and Ambrose McEvoy, another of Augustus’s friends, whom she was gradually getting to know). It celebrates their sudden, heady loss of parental control. The animation, and the interaction of figures, establish the dynamic of the drawing; it depicts a fluid, flexible, communal world. Other work she did during her Slade years – especially the drawings of her sister Winifred – show the significant advances Gwen was making in her drawing: in Portrait of Winifred John (c. 1895–8)20 she sketched her in a head and shoulders half-profile, head and eyes slightly inclined, taking her job as a sitter very seriously, but she nevertheless captured with great subtlety her sister’s inner qualities: her youthful directness, her delicacy, her gracefulness.

There are drawings in the Museum at Tenby which date from before Gwen went up to the Slade: they lack the assurance of this drawing of Winifred, and its authoritative draughtsmanship, which she now learned from her tutors, Professor Fred Brown and the younger, charismatic Henry Tonks. Gwen’s friends drew her as she worked. Edna’s drawing, Gwen John,21 is a quick profile sketch with inclined head and raised hand, which gives an impression of her immense concentration and control. She worked hard. Tonks was an exacting tutor and she was a serious student. But life also had a lighter side. Augustus’s glorious white chalk drawing, Sister of Augustus John on a Day Bed22 shows Winifred, who came to London to study the violin in January 1897, decked out in Edwardian flounces, her hair piled up, her right leg resting on the day bed, her left splayed out on the floor in quite a dissolute, abandoned pose. She wears glamorous shoes, with cuban heels: a winsome mixture of Edwardian lady and coquette. They played fancy dress, they went to parties; they were at large in London, in theatre-land.

In January 1897 Gwen and Augustus moved – together with Winifred and her friend Grace Westray, who was also in London studying music – into the first floor of 21 Fitzroy Street, where Augustus’s friend William Orpen, a ‘monosyllabic’ Dubliner with a carefully cultivated Oxford accent and an ‘infinite capacity for avoiding pains’, had the rat-infested basement. The property was owned by the extraordinary, ecclesiastical Augusta Everett, who dressed in widow’s weeds and working men’s boots, and carried a Gladstone bag containing a large bible, two gold watches, a figurine, religious tracts and some sandwiches. She later added a spirit stove and a large eighteenth-century treatise on art which she seems to have thought more dependable than Tonks’s teaching. She read the Bible aloud in the hope of encouraging potential converts, and established at 21 Fitzroy Street, a former brothel, ‘a house and a way of life that epitomised the bohemian student existence of the period’.23 Augusta was herself a mature student at the Slade, the most spectacularly inept draughtswoman Tonks had ever encountered and ‘the only completely primitive adult he had ever known’.24 She also distinguished herself by being unprecedentedly capable of inducing in him a state of bewilderment: this she did by being nonplussed and unaffected by his criticisms, which seemed to have no impact whatever on either her equilibrium or her drawing skills
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