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BRING NO CLOTHES

Bloomsbury and the Philosophy of Fashion
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On a Wednesday in September, Virginia Woolf wrote to T. S. Eliot. It was 1920, five years before the publication of Mrs Dalloway, two years before The Waste Land. She was 38, he was about to turn 32.

‘We are hoping to see you on Saturday,’1 Woolf wrote from Monk’s House, her home in the remote village of Rodmell, East Sussex. The letter is short. She gives instructions about the best train to take: the 11.55, or the 3.20. She says they would send ‘a trap’ – a horse-drawn carriage. The letter concludes: ‘Please bring no clothes: we live in a state of the greatest simplicity.’

Woolf had used such words before. Ten years earlier, in December 1910, she wrote to her first love, Violet Dickinson. ‘My Violet, I will come on Saturday with great pleasure – no clothes – not very clean.’

A year later, she sent a postcard to her soon-to-be husband, Leonard Woolf. He was about to make his first visit to Firle in East Sussex, where she was renting a house: ‘Please bring no clothes.’

Her sister, Vanessa Bell, was already using similar language. On the third of November 1909, she wrote to her future comrade, the artist and key Bloomsbury figure Duncan Grant. Bell invited Grant to dine the following Tuesday, stating: ‘don’t trouble to dress’.2

These few words encapsulate a seismic societal shift.

By ‘clothes’, Woolf meant the traditional fashions of her Victorian upbringing. This was an oppressive world codified by garments, with outfit changes throughout the day, leading to the nightly crescendo of dressing for dinner.

It sounds so innocuous. What’s wrong with dressing for dinner?

The rigid, inhibitive clothing worn by women for centuries – cinched, trussed, prettified – manifested the control of a patriarchal society. It was a society that cast women as mere fodder for marriage. For centuries, women were expected to wear restrictive clothes, the garments themselves often the products of oppression: of the colonialization, enslavement and exploitation that lay behind the global cotton industry.

‘Dressing for dinner’ cemented hierarchies of class, power and gender. Whenever we ‘dress for dinner’ today, we continue to perpetuate these hierarchies. It is in each of our power to change this, through simple but affirmative acts.

All Woolf needed to say was ‘bring no clothes’. Her meaning: come as you are. We are no longer living by those rules. We refuse them, we reject them, we are pushing for something new. If we were to accept Woolf’s invitation, we could ‘bring no clothes’ to our own lives, breaking from preconceptions to forge new ways of being.

The Bloomsbury group was a loose collective of artists, writers and thinkers, first formed in London at the beginning of the 20th century. As their friendships and alliances grew, they opened up to the possibilities of sexual, creative and intellectual exploration. They evolved relationships and environments within which queer desire could be expressed and nourished. The core collective of siblings, friends and lovers would talk without inhibition about sex, philosophy, art, literature, politics.

At its centre were the Stephen sisters, Virginia and Vanessa, twentysomethings who had just freed themselves from their stifling family: no more would they suffer its abuses in silence. They created a space where, for the first time, they could live beyond expectation.

Bloomsbury members would go on to have profound impact on global culture: literature, art, economics and politics. Together, they explored modes of living that liberated sexuality. They embraced feminism, queerness and pacificism. They believed in creativity as a way of being. They pushed against the gender binary. Their cross-disciplinary, multi-layered existence was unique: a group that showed signs of gender parity in the still male-dominated arenas of art, literature and politics.

These changes amounted to a fresh philosophy of living. This involved a new way with clothes. For the women especially, their loose and long garments, often hand-crafted or repaired, were an emancipation from the constraints and formality of the past. This was a manifestation of their radicalism, a lived experience of philosophy for those denied a full university education due to gender, and therefore denied its dialogue, intellectual community, betterment.

Retrospectively, their style has become known as the ‘Bloomsbury Look’, a pioneering romanticism and decorativeness that has inspired 21st-century catwalk shows from brands and designers such as Comme des Garçons, Dior, Fendi, Burberry, Erdem and S.S. Daley. Often, it’s not just the group’s look that is emulated, but their ideas that have sparked new fashion design.

But we can do more with their clothing than use it just for style inspiration. By taking what they wore as primary evidence, untold narratives and hidden lives emerge. We can tell a different story of Bloomsbury, one that cuts away the myths and gossip, letting its characters reveal more of themselves, whether we like what is revealed, or otherwise. At the same time, we can gain fresh insights into the historical origins of the clothing that we wear today. This can then help us rethink our own approach to dressing.

For centuries, society had been bound by strict modes of dress. Ballgowns, petticoats, crinolines, corsets: TV shows and period films can make us believe such a life was glorious, full of intrigue, blushed cheeks and stolen glances. Maybe for the privileged few it was.

In reality, most people were kept in their place by clearly demarcated differences in dress. The wealth and status of the empowered and moneyed were displayed by the extremity of the silhouette, the quality of the fabric, the complexity of the handiwork and the cleanness of the garments themselves.

The cinched and petticoated garments made for women were an easy way of keeping them in a state of discomfort and subservience. Men were stuffed into frock coats and supposed finery, their peacockery geared to maintaining a patriarchal status quo, with silhouette and embellishment evolved from military dress, evoking power and prowess. Queer humans had little choice but to conform.

The working and middle classes were meant to be in thrall to the fancy clothing of the upper classes. It’s not that different today: in fashion museums and stately homes, we pay money to look reverently at the sanctified garments of the privileged. Would we do the same to look at historical workers’ clothes? We can’t know, because barely any exist. In previous centuries, workers’ garments were worn until they could be worn no more. Any remaining fabric would be used for cloths, patchwork, or whatever purpose it could serve.

As the Bloomsbury group formed, rigid societal structure was beginning to break down, due to accelerating urbanization, technological advances and the efforts of those fighting for social and political change. It was a crucial breakpoint. Women would claim more freedom in dressing. Men would be released from frock coats and tails. Queer people would find more routes to self-expression through clothing.

Meanwhile the garments of working classes would become more durable, more enjoyable to wear. Eventually these garments, like jeans, would become the choice of middle and upper classes. In the shifts of the early 20th century are the roots of how we all dress today.

The Bloomsbury group was formed of humans engaged in radical change, at a moment of radical historical change. I know of no other collective like theirs at that time, so open to progressive thinking, gender equality and queerness. By using some of its key members as case studies, we can gain insight into the connections between sartorial and social change; how change happened or was resisted, how we might change ourselves, and how we might break through any resistance to change.

This is not to say that we can hold up the Bloomsbury group as model citizens. Its members were upper and upper middle class; most relied on servants, whose lives were often miserable. ‘I do not wonder that people commit suicide, or even murder,’3 wrote Bell’s new housekeeper, Grace Germany, later Grace Higgens, on 29 April 1922. She was 18 years old. ‘Life sometimes grows so monotonous, there is no wish to live.’

Members of the group frequently used racist and anti-Semitic language. In 1910, Woolf and Duncan Grant were among six who wore blackface and costumes, pretending to be members of the Abyssinian royal family in what became known as the Dreadnought Hoax.

To study the Bloomsbury group does not mean wanting to be the Bloomsbury group. They had certain freedoms because of their immense privilege, and were able to exercise those freedoms within the safety of their walls, or the privacy of their land. Their liberation happened within a society that continued to rely on colonialism and land control for its affluence, with the British Empire staking claim to a quarter of the planet’s land area in the 1920s.

This does not make the Bloomsbury group unworthy of study. In fact, it makes it more crucial. If we can unlock the oppressive power structures of a century ago, we can begin to unlock those that still exist today.

By focusing on their clothes, we can approach the Bloomsbury group from a fresh angle. Rather than seeing their story as a tight weave, rigid and unwieldy, we can join them in the laying down of their threads, letting in air to their many moments of possibility and change.

Imagine we’re in a space-station science lab. We will observe six members of the Bloomsbury group as if they are on petri dishes: Virginia Woolf, Vanessa Bell, Duncan Grant, E. M. Forster, John Maynard Keynes and Lady Ottoline Morrell. Each was early-era Bloomsbury: young adults by the turn of the 20th century, active during the switch from Victorian to modern, rather than those born later who benefited from this change. The six have been specifically chosen to explore different facets of clothing and society, then and now: gender and sexuality, patriarchy, power, repression, self-realization, personal autonomy.

Throughout, clothing will help us look again at well-trodden narratives, so many of which are short sighted or just plain wrong. Virginia Woolf, for example, has been gaslighted and labelled ‘mad’; her marriage treated like a bond of tradition rather than a positive strategy for living a non-conforming life; her queerness seen as a curious amusement.

Virginia Woolf was queer. She found physical pleasure and sexual fulfilment with women, most notably with Vita Sackville-West, yet she did not define herself as a ‘Sapphist’4 – the term she used for lesbian.

Men did not interest her, yet at that time, seemingly heterosexual marriage was a common solution for queer humans. Before she accepted the proposal of her husband, Leonard Woolf, she wrote to him to say, ‘As I told you brutally the other day, I feel no physical attraction in you. There are moments – when you kissed me the other day was one – when I feel no more than a rock.’5

With the letter, she included a photograph. Woolf is hooded, in knits. It’s a visual manifestation of her feeling no more than a rock.

[image: Woolf, dressed in a hooded, full-sleeved top, looks into the distance.]
If Woolf were alive today, we might imagine her identifying as non-binary or trans, particularly from reading her novel Orlando: A Biography, whose lead character transitions from male to female. Woolf appeared alien to her own gendered physicality.

It is uncontroversial to call Woolf queer. It allows us to openly describe the life she lived and which, because of the repression of the time, she was prevented from living fully. I describe myself as ‘queer’ rather than ‘gay’, even though I am a gay male. I prefer it. The word is specific enough to have meaning, broad enough to give all queer humans the space to be themselves.

It is important to call Woolf queer, because for nearly a century, Woolf biographers have tiptoed round the subject, talking of her love for Sackville-West and Dickinson as jolly japes, pivoting her life instead around men. Recognizing her queerness is crucial to understanding her work, just as queerness is crucial to understanding the lives and work of Carrington and Lady Ottoline Morrell, other married Bloomsbury women whose stories break heteronormal narratives.

This honesty about queerness is non-salacious, non-prurient. To be honest about queerness is to be honest about human life. The queer members of the Bloomsbury group had to navigate prohibitive societal norms to find ways to exist. By looking at their clothing, these strategies for living come to the fore. It can make us realize that, even today, we all live by such codes, as much as we believe that we are free.

The act of getting dressed is an act of thinking through clothes. Even at its most mundane, dressing is thinking. ‘I am cold. I need a sweater’: that is thinking, in response to bodily needs. ‘I like this sweater, I’ll wear it’: that is thinking, activated by personal taste and pleasure. If a kid wears something wild because, ‘I hate my parents, I want to upset them’: that is thinking, making use of clothing’s blunt emotional force.

We can even claim to dress unthinkingly: ‘I wear this suit to work every day. I put it on without thinking.’ But this is still thinking, tuned into the historic layers of meaning that have made tailoring the garment of authority and power.

We usually don’t prioritize this thinking. There are likely more pressing issues: how am I going to pay the bills this month, can I afford my rent, how are the people I love, what’s the news, how crushed do I feel by global events, how powerless.

Because we don’t prioritize this thinking through clothing, we consider it insignificant. Yet the clothes we put on each morning can lock us in acquiescence to the structures of power that we find so crushing. If we were to pay more attention to our thinking through clothing, we could begin to wriggle loose.

This is a simple meaning of the philosophy of fashion.

It is accessible to all of us, once we overcome any embarrassment we may feel about taking ourselves seriously. We are all experts in the language of clothing. We all understand the power of a uniform, the authority of tailoring, the veneer of togetherness represented by neat clothes, the supposed shambles of the messy.

And yet, most of us deny our expertise. Ask someone in fashion about how they dress and they’ll likely put themselves down, say they just throw things on – ‘What, this thing?’ – or brush it off like you’re an annoyance for asking. Meanwhile, those outside of fashion can feel like they are clueless, as if there are secrets about style just beyond their grasp that are being withheld from them, or that fashion is so remote to them as to be meaningless. All these stances ignore the simple fact that we all already understand the messages and meaning in clothes.

The Bloomsbury group came into adulthood at an epochal moment, when this expertise in clothing helped many of them to alter their very mode of living. They could think through their clothing, and make change through their clothing.

It was not true of all. Bloomsbury members that did not make change through their clothing will also provide us with fresh fields of study.

I have a degree in Philosophy. At school, I wanted to be a writer, but didn’t know what to study at university. I was young in my year, not turning 18 till months after I sat my A-levels: English, History, Russian. I took a gap year and chose a university course during my break. I’d never studied Philosophy before. It sounded fun. I applied.

It was 1992. King’s College London gave me a place. The three-year course put little obligation on its students. One hour a week was registered. Most of my time went to student journalism, and then, in my final year, work experience at Vogue. After I sat my finals, I went straight to an internship at GQ.

For years, I thought little more of philosophy. Yet recently, my studies, previously dormant, have resonated again in the way I write about fashion, art, life.

Ludwig Wittgenstein studied at King’s College, Cambridge a few years after the early Bloomsbury group members, and knew some of them as friends. He was queer, living a spartan life. His writing is mostly impenetrable, cut with sudden moments of extreme clarity.

Much of his thinking is simplified into the saying ‘only describe, don’t explain’, though what he actually wrote was, ‘We must do away with all explanation, and description alone must take its place.’6

Fashion writing can get stuck trying to explain, usually trends or styles, often creating a remove from the reader. This book will attempt a different path. It is a chance for me to describe, to do philosophy through fashion.

For this, I will Orlando myself. We need to break any gendered assumptions about garments, so we can consider these humans as individuals in their clothes and their circumstances.

In the end, this is a book about love. It is about the roots of what the writer bell hooks called ‘the lovelessness that is so pervasive in our society’. Really, what we are studying through these characters and their clothes is their experiences of love, of love denied, love outlawed, love repressed, or lovelessness.

The Bloomsbury group attempted to experience love in full-hearted ways, whether it be love with their sexual partners, their friends, or love at the centre of their politics, particularly their commitment to pacifism. They were often thwarted, usually by societal norms or laws that prevented their love.

We all use clothing to attract, flirt, or to repel. We take off our clothing to make love. We can use our clothing to express – or to conceal – our queerness. The clothes of Woolf, Carrington and Morrell help us to shine light on the experiences of queer women in the early 20th century – their experiences mostly overlooked. But garments can also be used to mask queerness, as we’ll find in the tailoring of John Maynard Keynes as well as E. M. Forster, who would write about the ‘undeveloped hearts’ of men in his essay ‘Notes on the English Character’. We will discover the role of garments in the denial of love in a patriarchal, heteronormative society.

I want to write with love. I have often found journalism to cast a veil over how I truly felt. I have written truthfully, have tried to get to the heart of what I wanted to say, and could often get close to what I meant, but not go all the way. I now want to write about love, and to connect clothing, and philosophy, to the possibility of love.

We will often deal with absences. Barely any garments worn by any of these humans still exist. There are no photographs of the early Bloomsbury gatherings, from 1904–1910. How come? Considering why there are no clothes, no photographs, will help us better understand them.

We will also challenge the language of clothing. Different members of the Bloomsbury group were described by their contemporaries as ‘badly dressed’. Those words are so damning. But what do they mean? To me, being badly dressed is a positive. I am appallingly dressed. My new grey sweater already has four moth holes. I have no smart trousers/jacket/shoes. I don’t go anywhere that would need me to wear smart trousers/jacket/shoes.

I have always been like this. Because I have worked in fashion for two decades, I have created a psychological space for myself in which I can dress in ways that interest me.

That last sentence: I originally wrote, ‘in which I can dress however I want’. Then I realized it wasn’t true. I am restricted by societal pressures as much as anyone. I am nearly 50. I want to break free.

While writing this book, I have also been researching an exhibition for Charleston, the former home of Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant. Through this research, I have been given the most extraordinary access: rummaging through boxes of photographs in the attic, unpacking long-stored bits of cloth, spending time in the house outside of visiting hours, and meeting with descendants of Bloomsbury members.

There were big surprises for me in other institutions and public libraries, particularly the diaries of Charleston housekeeper Grace Higgens and the clothes of Lady Ottoline Morrell. There are also mistakes that need correcting.

In 1924, Woolf was photographed for Vogue by its chief photographers, Maurice Beck and Helen MacGregor. It has become commonly accepted that she did so wearing a dress of her mother’s, Julia Stephen.

Her mother’s dress! The psychological implications! Victorian, fussy, totally out of fashion at the time. What was she trying to say?

An image from the shoot first appeared in the Early May 1924 issue of Vogue. It was small on the page. Two years later, the image was given a page to itself, in the Early May issue.

Woolf, and that dress, in Vogue:

[image: Woolf sits behind a table, adorned in a lace-neck dress with puffed sleeves, her gaze turned sideways.]
But wait. There are no photographs of her mother wearing this dress, or any dress cut in this way, revealing her lower neck, shoulder, upper chest. There are many photographs of Julia Stephen: her aunt was the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron. She wore dresses that covered her body. Here is Woolf’s mother in a typical pose and garment, captured by Cameron.

[image: Woolf’s mother, in a long, full-sleeved outfit and a hat with ruffled wrist cuffs, strikes a pose near lush foliage.]
Below is the most revealing her dresses get: a lace neck over the collarbone, then a keyhole opening to suggest decolletage, but the skin of her chest is covered over in black lace.

[image: Woolf’s mother, wearing a dress adorned with intricate lace layers covering her neckbone and featuring a small, laced opening below the neckline, looks into the distance.]
Nothing she wears in the photos I have studied has the flounce and ostentation of the dress in the Vogue portrait. Also, Woolf and her mother were around the same height, yet the dress looks oversized.

Woolf does not record the portraits being taken in her diaries. Surely, if she was making such a statement by wearing her mother’s dress, she would have mentioned it. Indeed, when she returned to the same studio in 1925, she talks of the location as the place where a sculptor once worked, who had wanted to propose to her mother. No mention of the portrait that had been taken there involving her mother’s dress.

There is no mention of it being her mother’s dress in the biography written by her nephew, Quentin Bell, who was twelve when the portrait was taken. His ear was attuned to family lore and handed-down stories. This wasn’t one of them. I can find no mention of it being her mother’s dress anywhere.

There are no archives to check about Woolf photographs at Vogue House. All the prints of this pacifist, all records, were pulped in 1942, a year after her death, for raw materials in the war effort.

I emailed Maggie Humm, the writer and academic who is Vice-Chair of the Virginia Woolf Society. She agreed, and said that, in the opinion of the Society, it was not her mother’s dress. We began referring to it as NHMD. Whose dress was it? I have my own theory, which we’ll come to later.

This is how we will approach each of our subjects: what we think we know; what we actually know; what is in plain sight, waiting to be discovered, if we just let the clothes and their wearers speak.




VIRGINIA WOOLF

Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell were born at the end of a dead-end street. I’m standing outside it now – 22 Hyde Park Gate in South Kensington, London – at the bottom of a cul-de-sac, both grand and isolated.

The district had been fields not long before, then developed in the mid-19th century. An acquaintance of their father, Leslie Stephen, recalled visiting for tea, served in the basement. Virginia and her sister Vanessa sat there ‘in plain black dresses with white lace collars and wrist bands’.1 At the tea, the sisters barely spoke.

It’s likely their mother, Julia Stephen, was already dead. She died in 1895, aged 49. During her life, she had given birth to seven children. She would pass on a rigidity of deportment to Virginia.

Nearly 30 years later, in September 1924, the author Thomas Hardy was visited by the Bloomsbury patron Lady Ottoline Morrell. He asked her if she knew Woolf. Morrell told him that Woolf was ‘very beautiful like a cameo’.

Cameos are engravings, often portraits, in stiff relief. In the 18th and 19th centuries, they had become popular in jewellery, such as brooches.

At the time, Hardy was 84, wearing a three-piece tweed suit, shirt and tie. His first editor had been Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen. Morrell recorded Hardy’s response in her diary: ‘“That is just like her mother”,’ Hardy said, and he ‘copied the way her mother entered a room – very stately like a cameo.’

Morrell took this photograph of Hardy on that visit where he impersonated Woolf’s mother, stately like a cameo.

[image: Hardy, as an elderly man, is in an indoor setting with furniture, looking sideways while wearing a three-piece suit, shirt and tie. One hand is tucked casually in his coat pocket.]
Here are Julia and Leslie Stephen, in 1893, sitting tight on a mean sofa, bodies covered in their Victorian clothes. The parents are acting like there’s no one else in the room, but someone is operating the camera, and behind the sofa is Virginia, staring straight into the lens.

[image: Julia and Leslie Stephen are dressed in period attire and seated together on a sofa, engrossed in their respective books. Behind them, Virginia sits, her gaze directed towards the camera.]
When she was a small child, Woolf was abused by their half-brother, Gerald Duckworth. Woolf detailed the abuse in Sketch of the Past, the memoir she left unfinished when she took her own life in 1941. The abuse caused her lifelong trauma triggered by her own image, especially when caught in a mirror. ‘At any rate, the looking-glass shame has lasted all my life,’2 she wrote in 1939. ‘Everything to do with dress – to be fitted, to come into a room wearing a new dress – still frightens me; at least makes me shy, self-conscious, uncomfortable.’

Here is Woolf with Duckworth in 1897, Woolf in restrictive Victorian dress, with a bound waist and completely covered body.

[image: In an outdoor setting on a lawn, Woolf stands as Duckworth kneels before her, holding her hand tenderly. Woolf is adorned in a Victorian dress, while Duckworth is in a suit with a tie.]
That year, Woolf had likely been made to wear stays, the common name for a corset, for the first time. She was not happy. On 1 April 1897, April Fool’s Day, she wrote in her diary, ‘I was forced to wear certain underclothing for the first time in my life.’3

As a widower, their father was tyrannical, uncaring, resentful. For seven years, from the ages of 15 and 18 respectively, Virginia and Vanessa’s lives were controlled by their other half-brother, George Duckworth, who sexually and psychologically abused them. Here is Woolf, in that stomach-bound silhouette, with her older half-sister, Stella, beside her, and George Duckworth smiling in the background.

[image: Woolf wears a fitted dress with puffed shoulder sleeves, while Stella is in a dress with long, loose sleeves. Behind them, George Duckworth sits with a smile.]
Stella died in 1897, after which Duckworth’s tyranny began. Part of his psychological abuse was his control of their clothing.

‘I shrink from the years 1897–1904, the seven unhappy years,’4 Woolf wrote in Sketch of the Past. 1904 was the year her father died and the sisters escaped to Bloomsbury, the year Woolf turned 22, Bell 25. ‘Not many lives were tortured and fretted and made numb with non-being as ours were then.’

Their days were locked into a stultifying Victorian cycle where men worked, women waited, then entertained. Mornings gave them brief freedom, any education taking place in the scant hours before their social responsibilities. ‘I read and wrote. For three hours we lived in the world which we still inhabit,’5 wrote Woolf. ‘For at this moment (November 1940) she [Vanessa] is painting at Charleston; and I am writing here in the garden room at Monks House. Nor would our clothes be very different; the skirts a little shorter perhaps. My hair not much tidier then than now; and Vanessa in a blue cotton smock; as no doubt she is at this moment.’

Each day, this false freedom was short-lived. ‘Victorian society began to exert its pressure at about half past four,’ wrote Woolf. For a young woman in Victorian England, this pressure was all about appearance, both to please society and to secure a husband. First, they had to be ‘tidied and in our places’ for tea. Then evening came.

‘At seven thirty we went upstairs to dress,’ she wrote. ‘However cold or foggy, we slipped off our day clothes and stood shivering in front of wash basins. Each basin had its can of hot water. Neck and arms had to be scrubbed, for we had to enter the drawing room at eight with bare arms, low neck, in evening dress.’

Duckworth, who had his own income, expected a high standard of dress from his half-sisters, garments the Stephens could ill afford. Virginia once tried to cut costs, having an evening dress made from green furniture fabric. ‘It was not velvet; nor plush; something betwixt and between; and for chairs, presumably, not dresses.’6

Dressed, she presented herself to Duckworth, sitting in the drawing room in dinner jacket and black tie. ‘He at once fixed on me that extraordinarily observant scrutiny with which he always inspected our clothes,’ she wrote. ‘He looked me up and down for a moment as if I were a horse brought into the show ring.’

He was not pleased. ‘Then the sullen look came into his eyes; the look which expressed not simply aesthetic disapproval; but something that went deeper. It was the look of moral, of social, disapproval, as if he scented some kind of insurrection, of defiance of his accepted standards.’

The dress did not pass muster. ‘He said at last: “Go and tear it up.” He spoke in a curiously tart, rasping, peevish voice; the voice of the enraged male; the voice which expressed his serious displeasure at this infringement of a code that meant more to him than he could admit.’

At night, after forcing her to attend society parties, he would enter her bed.

Sexual, psychological. Duckworth subjected both Woolf and Bell to cruelty and control using clothes. In the summer of 1903, Woolf wrote to Violet Dickinson, her first true love. She was 21. ‘Have you any stays?’ she wrote. ‘I tried to saw mine through this morning, but couldn’t. What iron boned conventionality we live in …’

Woolf was due to visit Dickinson that Friday. She ended her letter by saying, ‘I will lick you tenderly.’ Woolf soon wrote to Dickinson saying, ‘it is astonishing what depths – hot volcano depths – your finger has stirred …’

Violet with Virginia. The stirrer and the volcano. Queer magnetism shrouded.

[image: In an outdoor setting, in front of a greenhouse, Violet and Virginia stand closely together, holding hands with smiles. Both adorn long dresses featuring full sleeves.]
Their dress very much followed the fashion of the era. The leading label in London was Lucile Ltd, the work of Lady Duff-Gordon, who started her fashion line in 1893. She is thought to have staged the first ever fashion show. Duff-Gordon often named her designs to convey emotion. This dress, of extreme cinched waist, was sketched for the autumn 1905 collection. It is called ‘The tender grace of a day that is dead’.

[image: A woman wears a trailing dress with decorative full sleeves and a narrow waist. She holds a pair of vintage handheld reading glasses and wears an elaborate cap. The handwritten text reads ‘The tender grace of a day that is dead’.]
Lucile Ltd was said to be the first global couture brand, with branches in Chicago, New York and Paris. In 1912, Duff-Gordon and her husband, Cosmo, used a pseudonym to board the RMS Titanic. Their cabin was A-16. On the night of 14 April, the Duff-Gordons and their secretary were among twelve passengers in a lifeboat that could have carried forty. Her husband later claimed the £5 he gave to the lifeboat’s sailor-in-charge was not a bribe to not return and save those in the water.

In 1904, Virginia and Vanessa moved across the city to 46 Gordon Square, Bloomsbury, a London district just south of the three main railway stations for the north. ‘Everything was going to be new,’7 Woolf wrote in 1920, ‘everything was going to be different. Everything was on trial.’

This included their clothes. In 1905, their brother Thoby began bringing round his male friends from Cambridge. They would meet on Thursday evenings at Virginia and Vanessa’s home. These weekly gatherings formed the foundations of the Bloomsbury group: ‘Vanessa and I were in a twitter of excitement,’ wrote Virginia. ‘It was late at night; the room was full of smoke; buns, coffee and whisky were strewn about; we were not wearing white satin or seed pearls; we were not dressed at all.’

Those last six words. Woolf is using dress to mark this foundational shift in their lives. What she means by ‘not dressed’ is, clothes do not have to be a tool of social codification or control. The sisters were no longer mute onlookers and victims. They were protagonists.

It was a refusal of the clothes they had previously worn, and all they had endured. Young male guests, like Clive Bell












[image: Woolf stands on a pathway wearing a long, knit coat with ribbed collars, holding a clutch with gloved hands, and smiling at the camera with a house in the background.]


[image: A side profile of Woolf wearing a full-sleeved dress with busy prints, a sunhat atop her head, surrounded by an expansive grassy field and trees.]

[image: Virginia, in a cardigan and ankle-length skirt, stands beside Vanessa, seated with raised arms, while Leonard sits next to them, beaming.]













[image: A handwritten diary page dated Monday, February fifteenth.]


[image: A double-exposed photograph of Woolf. In the first exposure, Woolf is captured in a side profile, seated on a lounge chair, wearing a cap, and gazing into the distance. In the second exposure, she is portrayed with her chin cupped in her hands.]


[image: Woolf stands in a long grid skirt and a top with flowing fabric from her sleeves, smiling in front of an entrance to a building.]











[image: Sackville-West sits on a printed fabric, high-back armchair, wearing a plain coat, holding a cigarette, with a dog sitting in her lap.]







[image: Woolf relaxes on a lounge chair in the yard, wearing a sunhat and sunglasses, a full-sleeve top and a long skirt.]
















[image: On a bench, Woolf sits in a dress with a shawl adorned by floral swirls, wearing a hat with a puffed feather. She gazes elsewhere, smoking, with three other people nearby.]


[image: Woolf wears a dress featuring checked fabric on the collar and below the neckline, extending down to the mid-torso, while her gaze is fixed downward.]







[image: A rectangular frame showcases a woman’s facial profile with a hat and a bowed ribbon on her lapel. Beside it, an oval frame features a man’s facial profile wearing a coat, while a fan rests beside the oval frame.]


[image: A side profile of Woolf standing beside a lawn chair, wearing a long coat over her dress and a fancy hat.]

[image: Woolf sits on a chair, wearing a long coat over her frock with floral and leaf prints, looking straight at the camera.]








[image: Sackville-West, wearing a string of pearls, wraps herself in soft fabric, gently holding it to her chest with one hand, and poses, one shoulder exposed, for the camera.]
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