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Karen Go Abstract 
Artistic Expression, Domestic Desires: 

Vanessa Bell's Vision of Modern Life and Modern Art 

This PhD examines the life and work of a remarkable woman-a mother, lover, 

artist, friend, daughter and sister who did not follow the rules of any establishment and 

lived her life as she saw fit. Vanessa Bell was a woman who broke the rules but remained 

almost entirely transfixed by a world dominated by domesticity. As this PhD will show, 

radical choices, innovative art, and intellectual stimulation can co-exist with the domestic 

world and in a person devoted to domesticity. This PhD questions what it means to be a 

feminist and modernist artist in the early 201
h century. It questions how art history has 

treated the roles available to women and to the spaces they occupied. For Bell, art was not 

a way to live vicariously in other worlds; it was always a reflection of her world and her 

reality interpreted through her kaleidoscopic vision. For a painter interested in modem 

artistic movements, limiting one's scope to the home would have seemed a defeat of one's 

ideals since it was not in the home that most avant-garde artists saw modem life taking 

place. Yet it was the home and domestic life from which Bell drew inspiration and where 

she saw modem life taking place. 

This PhD examines Vanessa Bell ' s relationship to domesticity in four sections. 

The first discusses her work in the decorative arts and its influence on her work in the fine 

arts . The second deals with how marriage both limited and opened up a new world to her, a 

world in which she would learn to develop human relationships within her own standards. 

The third concerns the importance she placed on being a mother and the ways that 

maternity impacted upon her painting. But also important is how her roles as wifl , sister, 

lover and fi·iend also influenced her work. And the final section discusses how she 

manipulated and depicted domestic space in her mi. 
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Introduction 

This PhD emerged from what I felt was a need to understand the importance 

of domesticity in the work of Vanessa Bell. I was introduced to Bell by way of 

Virginia Woolf, which is often the case these days. My professor of English 

literature brought to class a first edition of Kew Gardens illustrated by Vanessa Bell 

to show us how image and word could complement each other. The frontispiece, a 

woodcut, evoked so much of the mystery and feminine strength of the story. Then, 

inside the book, the designs were a wonder to behold. Flowers and various organic 

shapes curled around the edges of the pages, gathering a life of their own, just as the 

story lived beyond the words on the page. So rarely have I seen that perfect balance 

between illustration and text in a book. I knew then that the sisters shared a powerful 

bond, one that I wanted to learn much more about. What was the story behind this 

obviously gifted artist? 

My discoveries inspired this PhD and took me on a journey to England. In 

Cambridge, where echoes of Bell reverberate in unexpected places, I began to 

understand how much Bell accomplished as an artist. From an impressive 

embroidery in a Fellow's room in King's College to her magnificent painting of Dr 

Mary Moralt in New Hall, Bell continued to live for me through her works of art. In 

every picture, I began to see that there were hidden thoughts to be uncovered and 

nuances to be explored. Here was an artistic world waiting to be written about. 

Then I began reading her original letters at the Tate Archives and the King's College 

archive, and another world opened up for me, one of words. This was a world I had 

never directly associated with Bell and I was pleased, though not surprised, that she 

wrote so well, on par with her sister. Her letters live because she wrote naturally, 

with wit, honesty, and a kind of joie de vivre evident in her most vibrant works. 
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As a result, I began to feel that a great injustice had been done to Bell by 

history. While Virginia Woolfs reputation as one of the greatest writers of the 20th 

century is secure, Bell has often been overlooked and underestimated in the atmals of 

art history. She appears sporadically in books about British Art and only a few of her 

paintings are on petmanent display. But, as interest and fascination with female and 

underrepresented artists of the past have grown, so too has Bell's popularity. There 

exists a persistent debate about the integrity and modernity of the art of Bloomsbury, 

but there are a growing number of critics that have begun contemplating the integral 

meaning ofBell's art. 

For to scratch under the surface of Bell's art unveils a revelation! Imagine 

my surprise when I discovered that Bell was the first person in England to reach 

abstraction in her work- taking the natural course from portraying reality and 

gradually putting that to one side in favour of pursuing the truth inherent in pure 

fmms and colour. On the surface, she seemed to live the conventional life. Yes, she 

was a wife and mother. Yes, she painted domestic scenes. Yes, she enjoyed and 

pa1ticipated in craftwork. She has been treated patronisingly for all these aspects of 

her life, yet her work does not conform to ordinary standards of the art of her time. 

Bell belongs to the cadre of artists who sought to redefine domesticity in 

early 20th century in Europe. While she had some similar artistic objectives as her 

contemporaries, she was also in a unique position that informed her art as well. She 

was an English female artist who had a special relationship to Virginia Woolf, one of 

the most influential modernist writers of the 201
h century; she experienced the act of 

giving birth and used her intimacy with her children to inforn1 her artwork, and she 

managed to balance domesticity with art to create a synthesis between the two. Yet, 

her quest to redefine domesticity was one that many contemporary artists were 
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grappling with throughout Europe. Christopher Reed's book, Not at Home: The 

Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture, contains an insightful 

introduction that explores two phenomena that shaped how modernism has been 

discussed in the context of decoration and design. Calling domesticity and the avant-

garde 'conceptual inventions of the nineteenth century', Reed tackles 'the 

antagonism of 20111 century art and architecture toward the values associated with 

domesticity' and explores 'alternatives to this trend' .1 While Reed points out that 

'modernist architects' such as AdolfLoos, Le Corbusier, and Waiter Benjamin were 

'vehemently ... antipath[etic] to the home' and contributed largely to the 'anti-

domestic tenor of avant-garde architectural theory', there were many designers and 

painters who tackled similar decorative issues as Bell. 2 

Artists, designers, and architects were all analysing and redefining what 

decoration really meant, how design conveyed modernity, and how to construct a 

home life attuned to one's artistic ideals. Typically, in the early 20th century, being 

a European modernist demanded that one did away with the idea of decoration, 

sentimentality, and traditional home comforts, but the crafts still had their place in 

workshops like the Wiener Werkstatte in Vienna, Poiret's Atelier in France, and the 

Deutscher Werkbund in Germany. Having formed in 1905 in Dresden, Ge1many, the 

members of Die Brlicke worked alongside one another filling their studio space with 

murals, wall-hangings and furniture that they had a hand in designing and 

constructing. The Omega Workshops attempted to do the same thing a few years 

later and faced a similar struggle finding patrons and a public receptive to their 

miistic vision, especially after the beginning of the First World War. Bloomsbury 

was just one of the many artistic movements that lost its momentum due to the First 

1 Christopher Reed, Not at Home: The Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture, 
London: Thames and Hudson, 1988, p. 7. 
2 Ibid. , p.l 0. 
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World War. Many other concunent movements lost their artists and trajectory due to 

war. Wassily Kandinsky founded Der Blaue Reiter along with Franz Marc, who 

tragically died during the First World War. As painters associated with 

Expressionism, the artists of Die Brticke and Der Blaue Reiter were guided by their 

desires to synthesise art with spirituality because they believed that urban life was 

depleting mankind of its sou1.3 While some artists at the time, such as the Futurists 

and the Vo1iicists, looked to urban life and the power of the machine to inform their 

artwork, there were others more aligned with Bloomsbury's ideals. Kandinsky was 

more concerned about the emotion and pictorial form of his artwork, and was not 

seduced by the speed, masculinity, and machine power of urban life. Having reached 

abstraction in 1913, Kandinsky continued developing his painting and theories 

around abstraction as a means of depicting inner spiritual truth. 

Bell did not sustain her foray into abstract art unlike her Europeans 

counterparts such as Kandinsky, Kasimir Malevich, and Piet Mondrian, who 

developed their art in Germany, Russia and the Netherlands respectively. Bell's 

approach to abstract art came largely from her experience with design and 

decoration. However, it is important to understand how her work in the decorative 

arts informed her fine artwork because her move towards abstraction was more 

instinctive rather than theoretical. Perhaps, for that reason, she could not justify why 

she should continue it especially since the artistic climate in England had stalled and 

the public grew less receptive to change due to war. 

Bell reversed the roles of high and low art and constantly used her experience 

as a woman to aid her conception of ati. While so many women artists of the time 

had to make their art more like that of their male counterpmis, Bell never denied her 

3 Christina Lodder, Chapter 2, ' Searching for Utopia' Modemism: 1914-1939, Designing a New 
World, edited by Clu·istopher W ilk, London : V &A Publica tions, 2006, p.24. 
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femininity nor compromised her domestic interests. In an artistic environment 

dictated by male artists, women artists had to struggle and made compromises to 

create their mark. The example of Sonia Delauney, as a parallel to Bell, is discussed 

in more detail in the first chapter because Delauney also learned from her work in the 

decorative mis and used it to reach abstraction in the fine arts. Her example also 

shows just how difficult it was for any talented female artist to succeed during the 

early 20th century and how the decorative sphere was a more 'acceptable' place for 

women to inhabit than the fine mis studio. 

Critics of Bloomsbury, and thereby Bell, tend to lump her with the artists in 

the group rather than see her as an individual. In Charles Hanison's English Art and 

Modernism: 1900-1930, the author proclaims that 'among the "English Post-

Impressionists", or at least among those who remained loyal to the spirit of Post-

Impressionism, there were not to be any artists of great importance' .4 Further on, he 

adds that 'none of the "inner circle" of Bloomsbury were really very competent 

painters', which dismisses Bell and her partners with one fell swoop.5 When 

discussing Bell and Grant, Hanison describes them in a way that makes Grant appear 

to be the lead painter and Bell his disciple. While Hanison discusses Grant's work 

in detail only to comment that 'similar virtues and similar failings are discernible in 

the work of Vanessa Bell', his only criticism about a specific Bell painting is that her 

Abstract Composition of 1914 at the Tate is 'thin and amateurish'.6 Furthe1more, he 

argues that neither Bell nor Grant could 'produce anything to instantiate the concept 

of "decorative" painting which had not already been surpassed by Matisse' , a 

statement this dissertation will refute by showing the depth and breadth of Bell's 

4 Charles Harrison, English Art cmd Modem ism : I 900- I 939, London: Yale University Press, 1981 , 
p.51. 
5 

Ibid. , p. 69 
6 Ibid., p.70-7 1 
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decorative work and how it influenced her painting. 7 No doubt Matisse heavily 

influenced Bell's art; his achievements in combining artistic and decorative elements 

impacted Bell's development as an artist and shaped the way she painted. But there 

are moments in Bell's artistic development when she discovered a way of creating 

art, such as with her Omega Nursery, prior to Matisse's attempt at it and her 

paintings reveal insights that are different, but not less valuable, to his. 

In the context of modem European art of the 201
h century, Bell and 

Bloomsbury are rarely mentioned. In his book Modern European Art, Alan Bowness 

states that 'the development of art was affected as never before' because 'innovations 

in art usually come from young men, and with the French, Germans, Italians and 

English serving in their respective armies, little could be expected from them'. 8 The 

absence of any commentary on Bell and Bloomsbury indicates how marginalised 

they had become by the 1970s when the book was first published. While many of the 

innovations in art did occur with young male atiists, it would be dangerous to ignore 

the achievements of women during this time, especially since one aspect of 

modernity was that more equal status was given to women than ever before. 

More recently, the belief that Bell had an important role in British modernism 

has been buoyed by supporters who seek to change the tide of thinking that 

dismissed Bell in the past. With art history focusing more attention to women artists, 

gender studies, and domesticity, Vanessa Bell's popularity has risen. In Lisa 

Tickner's book Modern Life & Modern Subjects, the author defends Bell's 

modernism by describing how Bell transfmmed the traditional subject of the seaside 

to one replete with femininity and symbolism that makes a bold statement about the 

experience of being a woman. In her book Art Made Modern, Anna Gruetzner 

7 Harrison, p. 70-71. 
8 Alan Bowness, /vlodem European Art, London: Thames and Hudson, 1972, p. 122. 
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Robins credits Bell for her ability to absorb 'the outstanding aspects of French art ... 

to translate these qualities into something of her own'. 9 While Bell's relationship to 

French mi is integral to understanding her work, it is limiting to see her only in this 

context. Her emotions were more attuned to the artists working in France, but she 

was also experimenting with Byzantine, Primitive, and Italian Renaissance art 

concepts, while constructing her own artistic idiom. 

One of the most persistent biases against Bloomsbury comes from its status in 

the early 20111 century, when the definition of modernism in England was being 

advocated by Clive Bell and Roger Fry, who published books about it. The negative 

reaction to Bloomsbury art was, in many ways, fostered by critics who disagreed 

with Bell and Fry's thinking about modernism and art. David Peters Corbett's book 

The Modernity of English Art 1914-1930, chronicles how Bloomsbury 'was in a 

position to promote a more systematic version of modernism and its lineage than 

other modernists were able to muster' during the 191 Os and 1920s. 10 Fry and Clive 

Bell were influential to the understanding of modernism in England based around the 

idea of 'significant form' and a 'delineation of visual pleasure' .11 Because their 

theories supported the work of the artists in the group, in retrospect critics have come 

to see the group as a small coterie who protected one another and wrote modernist 

treaties to defend their friends' artwork. In addition, their vision of English 

modernism was already, to some extent, 'a modernist practice fully staked out and 

developed in French modernism' which made Bloomsbury appear amateurish in 

comparison. 12 While Corbett believes Bell holds an important place in an 

understanding of English modernism, he believes she was not a part of the avant-

9 Anna Gruetzner Robins, Art Made !vfodern, p. 157. 
10 David Peters Corbett, The Modemity of E11glish Art 1914-1930, p. 76. 
11 Ibid. , p. 77 & 83. 
12 Ibid. , p. 76-77. 
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garde because of the ' considerable middle ground where Bloomsbury forn1alists and 

other mainstream critics could meet to create a consensus'. 13 The modernity in her 

mi, Corbett believes, is in the 'civilised and seductive descriptions of a sensual 

modernity in which history has no place and where the promptings of the developed 

sensibility of the miist takes over both content and motive' .14 But in order to 

understand what makes Bell's art so innovative, the miist also has to be seen 

separately from the other painters in the group and not just as a follower of the 

group's belief system about art. She often acted independently, not necessarily 

subscribing to the system that Fry and her husband wrote about. The modernism in 

her art is also largely due to having the perspective of a woman and painting that 

experience in an innovative way. 

While this dissertation is a continuation of various dialogues, it does not 

attempt to rewrite Vanessa Bell's life nor is it a biography. An excellent biography 

ofVanessa Bell's life already exists. Prances Spalding's Vanessa Bell is the 

definitive book ,and is essential reading for a biographical and chronological 

understanding of Bell's life. Spalding defends the idea that Bell 'play[ ed] an 

important part within the history of English painting during the first thirty years' of 

the 20th century.15 Her book has done much to reawaken public interest in Vanessa 

I 

Bell and to open up the discussion of her role as an miist and woman in the early 20th 

century. Judith Collins ' The Omega Workshops and Isabelle Anscombe's 

Bloomsbury and the Decorative Arts remain the definitive books about Bloomsbury 

artists' achievements in the decorative arts. Richard Shone' s Bloomsbury Portraits 

and his catalogue The Art of Bloomsbury, which accompanied the Bloomsbury 

exhibition in 1999 to 2000 in England and America, have done much to educate 

13 Ibid., p. 92. 
14 Ibid ., p. 79. 
15 Frances Spalding, Vanessa Bell, p. xiii . 
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people about Bloomsbury's art. The Art of Bloomsbury exhibition offered many 

people their first sight of Vanessa Bell's art. 

The exhibition at Tate Britain brought the Bloomsbury group and their 

artwork back into the spotlight, but not everyone appreciated their return. There are 

still critics of Bloomsbury who see the group as part of a social network which did 

nothing to further the cause of modernism. Contemporary journalists' comments 

reacting to the show are examples of how harshly the group is still regarded in some 

circles and how divisive the commentary has been. Bryan Appleyard of The Sunday 

Times: Culture page believes that 'the Bloomsbury output does not amount to much 

when set against the prodigious achievements of the great modernists . And, in time, 

their rather wild amours and their rather cosy works will be all but forgotten' .16 In 

their defence, Michele Roberts of The Independent on Sunday argues that 'they were 

serious artists in pursuit of a fresh vision'. 17 One of the most vitriolic commentaries 

came from Waldemar Januszczak writing for The Sunday Times: Culture page. His 

ambush on Bloomsbury is just a continuation of one started many years ago by 

Wyndham Lewis who criticised their art by attacking their lifestyle choices. 

Januszczak derides them both for their art and their way of living: 

What I detest most about them is that they poisoned the good name of 
modernism for the entire century. With their selfish and spoilt example, they 
made British modernism synonymous with a lack of rigour, a lack of 
perseverance, a lack of originality, and going on bonking holidays in the 
South ofFrance with somebody else's husband or wife. 18 

Januszczak's commentary highlights the constant issue underlying criticism 

concerning the Bloomsbury group and their modernity. By attacking their art, critics 

16 Bryan Appleyard, 'Has the Bloom Worn Off?', The Sunday Times: Culture, 17 October 1999, p. 6-
7. 
17 Michele Roberts, 'Who 's Who of the Splattering Classes ', Th e Tndependent on Sunday: Culture, 5 
December 1999, p. 13. 
18 Waldemar Januszczak , 'A Lot of Fuss About Nothing' , Th e Sunday Tim es: Culture, 7 November 
1999, p. 8. 



often make a negative judgment about the way the group lived their lives. But the 

social dynamics of the group were one of the main reasons Bell's ati could flourish. 

Tickner argues for Bell's place as a modernist by rooting the source of her creativity 

in the 'productive encounter between a modernist painter in flight from the category 

"woman artist" ... and a conversational community interested in women and unafraid 

f i': . . . ' 19 o 1emm1mty. 

Most recently, Christopher Reed has opened up the discussion and explored 

the biases against domesticity in art with particular relevance to the Bloomsbury 

Group. In Reed's book, Bloomsbwy Rooms, he argues that the Bloomsbury artists 

were pursuing a 'domestic modernism' through their ideals and were avant-garde for 

'stepping outside the traditional priorities of art history' and addressing 'everything 

that the patriarchy has dismissed as negligible by its association with the feminine' .20 

He examines, in particular, the kind of rooms and environments the Bloomsbury 

artists created for their family and friends. His dissertation, books, and articles tackle 

the biases against Bloomsbury with specific regard to their approach to domesticity, 

sexuality, and gender politics. By chronicling how the typical spokesmen for the 

avant-garde, such as Le Corbusier and Clement Greenberg, have paved the path for 

the 'anti-domestic tendency of mainstream modernism', Reed feels it is dangerous to 

rely solely on their standards to define what should be considered avant-garde, 

especially because the 'modernist avant-garde have positioned itself in opposition to 

the home' .21 To this day 'the domestic, perpetually invoked in order to be denied, 

remains throughout the course of modemism a crucial site of anxiety and 

19 Lisa Tickner, Modern Life & Modern Subjects: British Art in the Early Twentieth CentUJ )I, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000, p. 196. 
2° Christopher Reed, BloomsbUJJI Rooms: A1odemism, Subculture and Domesticity, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004 p. 17. 
2 1 Ibid., p. 3-4 
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subversion' .22 Reed's approach 'reverses the usual priorities of art history, which 

have made the notion of avant-garde domesticity an oxymoron, in the process 

removing Bloomsbury's paintings from the canon ofmodemism' and with that the 

refusal to consider their decorative work 'as art at all'. 23 With a value system 

devised by the patriarchy, the avant-garde refused to give a voice to those, like Bell, 

who embraced femininity and domesticity. Instead, Reed offers up a different 

approach to defining modemity by 'present[ing] an analysis of the Bloomsbury 

artists' in a way that is 'responsive to their own values'. 24 His offer of presenting the 

modemism of Bell's art in light of her own value system is one which this 

dissertation accepts and on which it bases its arguments. For Reed, Bloomsbury 

worked against the grain of popular culture by 'aim[ing] to revolutionize the look-

and thus the values-of the British home' and, by doing so, challenged the traditions 

of the past which was 'an attitude [Bloomsbury] shared with other avant-garde 

contingents'. 25 He believes that Bell should hold a special place in the modemist 

canon because she 'proposes modemism itself as a congenial environment for 

modem women' and because her atiworks are 'equivalents to Omega rooms in their 

effect of giving visual form to the desire to create environments where life-and 

especially women's life-can be lived in a modem way'. 26 Reed has done much to 

continue, challenge and expand the dialogue conceming Bloomsbury art and its 

modemism by re-defining the way avant-garde artists should be judged. 

This dissertation seeks to continue the dialogue by showing how Bell created 

a synthesis between domesticity and art in a way that challenged convention and 

spoke independently about the female experience. To say that Bell was avant-garde, 

?2 - Reed, Not at Home, p.16. 
23 Reed, Bloomsbwy Rooms, p. 5. 
24 My italics. Reed, Bloomsbllly Rooms, p. 5 
25 Ibid ., p. 12 & 110. 
26 Ibid ., p.152. 
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one must embrace Reed's broader definition of the tetm, one that allows the subjects 

of femininity and domesticity to be valid in the context of modem art. To understand 

Bloomsbury on 'its own terms', Reed argues that it is necessary 'to break through the 

ideology' that 'the cozy and decorative are equated with the superficial and 

unimportant, the homey is necessarily insipid, and modemism is . .. incompatible with 

sociability' .27 By examining Bell's life and work, the meaning of what it means to 

be modem is redefined. 

This dissertation focuses on the importance of domesticity, design, space, and 

gender in Bell's work in four sections. The first discusses her work in the decorative 

arts and its influence on her work in the fine arts. The second deals with how 

marriage both limited and opened up a new world to her, a world in which she would 

leam to develop and depict human relationships on her terms. The third concems the 

importance she placed on being a mother and the ways that matemity impacted upon 

her painting. The final section discusses how she manipulated and depicted domestic 

space in her art. Throughout the dissertation, discussions of her roles as wife, sister, 

lover and friend also figure in importantly. Her symbiotic relationship with Virginia 

is also central to the dissertation; the sisters' eloquent voices speak about the female 

experience in a manner that reverberates powerfully today. 

Bloomsbury may have been relegated to the periphery of 20111 century ati 

history because their work is of a domestic nature, but they are criticised 

simultaneously for their radical lifestyles. The relevance of the art of Bloomsbury is 

constantly being argued. As a new generation of critics are highlighting the many 

positive qualities in Bell's work, her role in art history is being redefined. Bell's 

struggle to make her art relevant, introspective, and radical without acquiescing to 

27 Reed, Bloo111sbuJ:Y Roo111s, p. 5 
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the conditions, expectations, and limitations set by others is a compelling story. Her 

art is undeniably feminine but she strongly resisted the label of 'female artist' 

because she felt it was a trap full of constraints and emasculated connotations. Much 

the same can be said for her life as for her art. Both were a constant struggle but one 

in which she found periods of deep satisfaction and utter joy. For Bell, art was not a 

way to live vicariously in other worlds; it was always a reflection of her world and 

her reality interpreted through her kaleidoscopic vision. 

Full of talent and a passion for art, Bell's early paintings are, at first, homage 

to various familiar influences- OF Watts, Whistler, and Sargent all made their 

impact even though she would eventually rebel against the old guard of painting. 

Thereafter, she sustained a lifelong infatuation with the Post-Impressionists. Life for 

Bell just prior to the First World War was a time of supreme confidence and 

learning, when her irrepressible need to work and learn was met and challenged by 

the Omega Workshops, her many sojourns in France, and the encouragement from 

those around her. War may have destroyed the chances for Omega ever to succeed 

and may also have led to the dissolution of the Bloomsbury group, but it did not 

affect Bell's drive and determination as an artist. 

Bloomsbury did not engage with the European art movements as much as it 

could have due to the group's insularity and the two world wars. In addition, Reed 

explains that 'individual experience of formal pleasure to validate what conventional 

social and aesthetic standards would deplore exemplifies Bloomsbury's connection 

of modem mi and modem life'. 28 Because of her belief in individual experience, she 

took much more joy and inspiration from life at home and from her intimacy with 

those around her, and these aspects of her life are integral to her art. Her staging of 

?8 
- Reed, Blooms bill )' Rooms, p. 10. 
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solo and group exhibitions, Roger Fry's love and advice, a lifelong emotional and 

visual partnership with Duncan Grant, and her intellectual and emotional bond with 

Virginia Woolf ensured her connection to mt endured. Ultimately, without family 

and friendships, Bell's art would not have flourished. By embracing domesticity, 

drawing inspiration from it and from those who inhabited the domestic spaces around 

her, Bell was able to develop an art of her own. 

It was not until 1937, after the death of her son Julian when she retreated into 

her own interior world that her art lost its momentum and her domestic equilibrium 

teetered. By that point, she was exhausted. Though she never tired of her family and 

friends as subjects and inspiration, her mt no longer overtly challenged assumptions 

about domesticity. She grew content chronicling the lives of those around her, 

painting her loved ones to preserve them like keepsakes and precious objects. And 

yet, in the last years of her life, her art began to challenge again, though this time 

introspectively. Bell's late work is full of self-analysis and complex meditation. 

Throughout her life, she used at1 as a form of redemption, a release from and 

response to the constantly changing world around her. Her art chronicles her various 

moods, her highs and her lows, and always acts as a reflection of the depth of her 

love for the visual world. 

This dissertation examines the life and work of a remarkable woman- a 

mother, lover, artist, friend, daughter and sister who did not follow the rules of any 

establishment and lived her life as she saw fit. Vanessa Bell was a woman who 

broke the rules but remained as if transfixed by a world dominated by domesticity. I 

will show that radical choices, itmovative art, and intellectual stimulation can co

exist with the domestic world in a person devoted to it. In the pages that follow, I 

question what it meant to be a feminist and an avant-garde artist in the early 20111 
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century. I investigate the roles available to women as artists and how they have been 

treated in the history of mt. Finally, it is my aim to demonstrate that to ignore the 

work ofVanessa Bell, a female artist working within a domestic space, would be to 

overlook one of the most innovative artists ofher time. 

17 



Chapter 1 
Domestic Threads, Abstract Designs 

Crossing Stitching Fine and Decorative Arts 

It was in the early years of the Omega Workshops that Bell's work in the 

decorative and fine arts came to fruition, allowing her to broaden and expand her 

talent. Though she was a versatile decorator who worked with various media, this 

section focuses on her rarely examined work with needle and thread. There is no 

better way to showcase how closely tied to domesticity Bell was and how she 

transformed what has traditionally been considered domestic work into high art. 

This chapter title refers to how 'Domestic Threads' literally and figuratively appear 

throughout Bell's work. 'Abstract Designs' combined with traditional crafts were a 

means to radical developments in Bell's art. 

Domesticity has often been placed unfairly in opposition to avant-garde art. 

As a result, Vanessa Bell has rarely featured in studies of early 201
h century art in 

England, whether they focused on the avant-garde, represented by Wyndham Lewis 

and David Bomberg for instance, or on more traditional artists such as George 

Clausen and William Rothenstein. To the avant-garde, Bell's focus on domesticity 

was considered frivolous, antiquated, and, worst of all, feminine. No one was as 

harsh in his criticism of Bloomsbury as Lewis, whose pmticularly gender-biased 

attacks describe the Omega Workshops as akin to a 'pleasant tea pmty'. 29 On the 

other hand, the established academic painters of the time could not identify with the 

radical designs of the Omega or the Post-Impressionist influences on the artists 

responsible for them. Bell would seem to fall into neither category- traditional nor 

29 F. Etchells, CJ Hamilton, W. Lewis, and E. Wadsworth, Circular letter, 1 Brecknock Studios, 
Brecknock Road, copy in Fry Papers, October 1913: King 's College, Cambridge (hereafter KCC). 
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radical. But precisely because of her unflagging interest in issues of domesticity and 

her reinvention of crafts associated with domesticity, she deserves to be considered 

as avant-garde. 

There are various reasons why Bell's decorative work has been 

underestimated. Only recently have more decorative designs been attributed to Bell, 

when in the past Grant and Fry were credited, and also Bell's work in the fine arts is 

often viewed separately to her work in the decorative arts. Whitney Chadwick finds 

that Bell's decorative work has not been given the credit it deserves due to 'the 

exaggerated distinctions which art historians have made between Bell's easel 

paintings and her decorative work' which have 'obscured the significant role of 

decoration in the development of structure and lyrical and sensuous color harmonies 

that underlie her later figurative works' . 30 Grant has fared more favourably in past 

criticism concerning the Omega Workshop's decorative work because more 

information was known about his role there. Dennis Farr insists in English Art: 

1870-1940 that- 'the most gifted Omega designer was undoubtedly Duncan Grant, 

who continued to use his natural flair for decorative work, particularly in designing 

furnishing fabrics'. 31 But Farr neglects Bell almost entirely except to note that her 

Design for a Screen: Figures by a Lake is 'clearly inspired by Matisse's large 

decorative works such as The Dance, (1909-191 0) '. 32 What Fan fails to mention is 

that all the participants at the Omega were influenced by Matisse, and that there is far 

more to her work than mimicking the French artists. This chapter examines in detail 

the achievements of Bell's decorative work and, in particular, her i1movations using 

needlework as a medium for abstract design. 

30 Whitney Chadwick, Wom en, Art and Society, London: Thames and Hudson, 1990 & 1996, p.258 . 
31 Dennis Farr, English Art 1870-1940, Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1984, p. 209. 
32 Ibid., p. 209. 
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31 Dennis Fan, English Art 1870-1940, Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1984, p. 209. 
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By reconsidering the craft of needlework, an age-old and typically feminine 

vocation, Bell was able to use domestic threads to realise some of her most abstract 

designs. Bell's contemporary in France, Sonia Delauney, also reached abstraction in 

her art but her achievements have been less recognised because they were primarily 

in the decorative arts. Sonia Delauney's devotion to the decorative arts sheds light 

on the gender issues between the fine and decorative mis. Maternity and marriage 

dictated the kind of art women artists could pursue. Whitney Chadwick notes, 

Delauney 'cheerfully shoulder[ ed]' her family's 'financial well-being' by selling her 

decorative artwork which allowed her husband to 'follow the dictates of genius'. 33 

Chad wick deals with the issue of the fine arts being the territory of masculinity and 

the decorative that of femininity when she writes, 'Robert on the other hand clearly 

encouraged her to find her direction through the applied arts, and in so doing 

reaffirmed a gendered creative tradition in which men produce masterpieces, women 

embellish the home'. 34 Through Delauney' s work in the decorative arts, where she 

was experimenting with abstraction and the dynamics of surface design, she was also 

able to reach abstraction in 1912 by developing her first 'simultaneous' painting. 

The decorative mis were, for Delauney, a way to financially and emotionally support 

her family. Chadwick describes Delauney's artistic sacrifice for domestic stability: 

She, a Russian Jewish expatriate, all warmth and generosity, quietly adjusted 
herself to [her husband's] needs, setting aside her own career as a painter and 
instead devoting herself to applying his esthetic theories to the decorative 
arts, and to the creation of a welcoming environment to their many friends. 35 

Like Bell, Delauney's experience with the decorative arts contributed to her 

innovation in the fine arts, but because of gender biases, the belief that fine art sits 

33 Whitney Chadwick, 'Living Simultaneously: Sonia and Robert Delauney' , Significant Others: 
Creatvity and Intimate PartnerslnjJ, edited by Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron, London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1993, p. 33. 
34 Chad wick, ' Living Simultaneously' , p. 36. 
35 Ibid., p.33. 
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higher than decorative arts, and their domestic choices both women remain largely 

on the margins ofbooks about modem art. 

This section discusses Bell's work in both the decorative and fine arts 

because they are inten·elated, especially during the early years of her participation in 

the Omega Workshops. It deals specifically with her textiles, embroidery, dresses, 

and rug design: all involve the use of needle and thread. In addition, Bell's most 

abstract paintings are considered here because her work in the decorative arts 

influenced her move towards non-figurative art. Finally, an examination of Bell's 

paintings of women sewing, knitting, and weaving concludes this section. 

Needlework was a lifelong interest; as early as 1912, in her radical portrait of a 

faceless Virginia Woolfknitting in an armchair, until the late 1950s. Woolf, in her 

novels, elaborates on the theme of women working with thread as well, using the 

craft-making of her characters as metaphors for artistic creation. Sewing and knitting, 

both necessary skills for women at the time, also provided women with creative 

media in a world that was unready to accept women as full-fledged artists. 

Needlework has been designated as woman's work through the ages, evoking 

the classical exemplar Penelope weaving on her loom while waiting for Odysseus's 

return. Unlike the men in the Omega Workshops, who created designs but were not 

equipped with the skills to execute their ideas, Bell was both an miist-designer and a 

craftsperson for the Omega when it came to needlework. 36 Roger Fry and Duncan 

Grant asked her for advice when creating a particular design for use in embroidery, a 

reversal of roles for Bell who did not have as much fmmal art education as the two 

men. Because of her ability to produce work of the highest quality from designs by 

other artists, ofwhich her silk and cloth interpretation ofDuncan Grant's firescreen 

36 The term design appears throughout this paper in two ways. A) Design describes a sketch, plan, 
painting or drawing made by the artist for an object manufactured for the Omega Workshops and B) 
as a verb, to design , the act of the artist creating a sketch, painting and drawing. 
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is an excellent example, Bell laboured extensively on them to the point of growing 

concerned that she was abandoning painting. Designing textiles was a field 

unfamiliar to Bell until she joined the Omega Workshops, but she eagerly took to the 

task, approaching the new medium with a free and rigorously modem approach. 

Setting the Scene for Craftwork 

In the nineteenth century, one of the few distinguished women artists of the 

period, Eliza Bridell-Fox, lamented the lack of life drawing for female artists, noting 

that 'no advantages whatever were offered in the Government schools to those 

female artists who desired to attain proficiency in any branch of art, except 

decorative art' .37 The implication was that decorative art was an acceptable field of 

study for female artists, that it required less rigorous instruction and that it produced 

harmless results. Though William Morris made headway in narrowing the gap 

between decoration and fine art with his revolutionary influence on the Arts and 

Crafts movement, decoration, for the most part, was and still is considered a lesser 

art f01m than easel painting. In France, the distinction between high and low arts 

was epitomised by the distinction between the Ecole des Arts Decoratifs and the 

Ecole des Beaux Alts. 

It was in this climate that Bell began an artistic career. Born into a well-to-do 

Victorian family, a career, much less one in the arts, would have seemed unlikely for 

a young lady. 38 When she showed a persistent interest in ati, her father hired 

Ebenezer Cooke to tutor her privately in drawing, and then allowed her to attend 

37 Anne Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin. Women Artists: 1550-1950, in conjunction with the 
L.A. County Museum of Art, New York 1976, p. 51 . 
38 Yanessa Bell was born at 22 Hyde Park Gate, London on 30 May 1879 and died at the Charleston 
Farmhouse in Sussex on 12 April 1961. 
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Arthur Cope' s ati school in 1896, never realising she would make a career out of her 

hobby. At the time, household responsibilities were in an entirely different realm 

from ati school training, but from her earlier years, Bell treated her home in an 

artistic manner. Virginia Woolf recalls in her book Moments of Being how her 

sister: 

With her long fingers grouping, and her eye considering, she surely painted 
many pictures without a canvas. Once I saw her scrawl on a black door a 
great maze of lines, with white chalk. 'When I am a famous painter-'she 
began, and then turned shy and rubbed it out in her capable way. 39 

As a designer for the Omega Workshops, Bell's work would often be composed of a 

'maze oflines' combined to form a coherent yet abstract work of art. With 

hindsight, Woolfpoints out that Bell's success came not only through her work on 

canvas, but also through her life at home. 

When Bell was accepted by the Royal Academy schools in 1901 at the age of 

twenty-two, the atiists with whose works she was most familiar were George Watts 

and Charles Furse because of their friendship with her parents. Her formal 

introduction to art had been through highly regarded Victorian artists, portrait 

painters, and academically trained professors. As the eldest surviving female in the 

Stephen household, after the deaths of her mother, Julia Stephen, in 1895 and her 

step-sister, Stella Duckworth, in 1897, Bell was obliged to take responsibility for the 

domestic arrangements of her home and family. Whatever interest she may have had 

in decorating at the time, however, there was little should could do or was allowed to 

do to change the depressing atmosphere of the dark, repressive house at 22 Hyde 

Park Gate. 

At the beginning of 1904, Bell's father, Leslie Stephen, died, spelling the end 

of the Stephens' Victorian lifestyle. By the end of the year Bell decided to abandon 

39 Virginia Woolf, Mo111 ents of Being (hereafter MOB), London 1976, p. 34. 
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art school after moving from the Royal Academy Schools to a spend a few 

disappointing months at the Slade School of Fine Art. Her m1, in tem1s of both 

decoration and easel painting, flourished once she was emancipated from fonnal 

training and once she had moved her siblings Virginia, Thoby and Adrian Stephen 

out of their gloomy Kensington home into Bloomsbury. The move changed Bell's 

lifestyle completely and opened up a new visual world of opportunity. She recalls the 

excitement and the sense of freedom she felt at the time: 

It was exhilarating to have left the house in which had been so much gloom 
and depression, to have come to these white walls, large windows opening on 
to trees and lawns, to have one's own rooms, be master of one's own time, 
have all the things in fact which come as a matter of course to many of the 
young today but so seldom then, to young women at least.40 

At 46 Gordon Square, Bell had finally escaped the 'darkness and silence' which had 

been the 'chief characteristics of the house in Hyde Park Gate' .41 Their home in 

Bloomsbury abounded with unrestrained light, colour, and conversation. By 

decorating the home in a liberated, unrestrained manner, Bell was able to create a 

lively home environment that played an important part in defining the Bloomsbury 

group. 

Woolfs recollection of the move, an event that transformed the Stephen 

girls' lives, is particularly notable because she describes the change by focusing on 

the decorative upheaval that occurred. 

Needless to say the Watts-Venetian tradition of red plush and black paint had 
been reversed; we had entered the Sargent-Furse era; white and green 
chintzes were everywhere; and instead of Morris wall-papers with their 
intricate patterns we decorated our walls with washes of plain distemper. We 
were full of experiments and refonns ... . Everything was going to be new; 
everything was going to be different. Everything was on trial . . . 42 

40 
Vanessa Bell, Sketches in Pen and ink, (hereafter SIPI) , p. 99. 

4 1 Vanessa Bell , SJPI, p. 81. 
42 Woolf, MOB, p. 185. 
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Woolfs description characterises the change in artistic values Bell underwent after 

the move. In charge of all the decoration, Bell felt the Watts-Venetian tradition that 

her family had used to decorate their Hyde Park home could no longer express her 

more modem sensibility. In 1903, a year before her move to Bloomsbury, she had 

become interested in the works of John Singer Sargent, who she felt was 'teaching 

astonishingly well at the R.A. '. Woolf describes a total rejection of the conventions 

of the 18th and 19th centuries. Though the Morris wallpapers may have been 

beautiful, they did not match the sensibility and the modem, forward looking 

'experiments and reforms' of the new Stephen home. Instead, for her new home, 

Bell simplified the decor by using simple but vibrant colour and avoided excessive 

ornamentation in favour ofbasic 'white and green chintzes'. 

In a letter from 1904, Bell informs Woolfthat over the chairs she placed 

'Indian shawls of brilliant colours' that 'look rather fine and barbaric against our 

white walls' .43 Her appreciation for the barbarism and the brilliant colours of the 

shawls is indicative of the qualities she would use to inform her work for the Omega 

Workshops. By using the term 'barbaric' she meant the shawls were unconventional 

and more natural, rather than crude or coarse as the word might suggest. Already, 

Bell was realising how fabric could transform a piece of furniture and change the 

whole appearance of a room. When Woolf took the lease of Little Tall and House, a 

suburban home in the Sussex Village ofFirle during the winter of 1910, Bell 

decorated it by 'putting up violet-orange curtains as fast as we could. They are rather 

sketchy in consequence but full of emotion' .44 

In 1912, Bell began to realize, as she became influenced by Roger Fry and 

made plans with him to establish the Omega Workshops, that decoration could 

43 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 29 October 1904: BERG. 
44 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, February 1911: TATE. 
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become a way of communicating to the public some of her more radical ideas about 

art. Significantly, her work in decorative art influenced her fine art, pushing Bell to 

reach a point of abstraction that was revolutionary for her time. While Bell may 

have imagined herself as 'a famous painter' someday, she would gain acclaim as 

much for her work in the decorative arts as for her painting. Her prior experience in 

decorating her own home would come in useful when she began to work as a 

director, designer, and craftsperson at the Omega Workshops. The applique curtains 

she made for her home and later for Woolfs home, a 'crawler' she made for her son 

Julian to scamper on, and even the dresses she made for herself would all provide 

inspiration for her commercial work. 

Domestic concerns often got in the way of early 20111 century female artists, 

whose responsibilities for taking care of their families and homes often interfered 

with the time and effort they could expend upon their art. For example, between 

1895 and 1898, when Gwen John was a student at the Slade, five ofthe seven Slade 

scholarships had gone to women. Yet Augustus John later lamented that despite this 

'Grand Epoch of the Slade School' where women artists reigned supreme, this 

'remarkably brilliant group of women students ... came to nought under the burdens 

of domesticity'. 45 

Bell was in approximately the same generation as those female artists and had 

the same domestic responsibilities to handle. While Bell always enjoyed and 

maintained an interest in decoration, she viewed her domestic work as a 

responsibility that took time away from her atiistic work. She complained in a letter 

to Virginia Woolfin 1912 that she had the 'busiest of lives' and would try to paint 

45 Jolm 's obituary notice for Lady (Matthew) Smith, nee Gwen Salmond, The Times (1 February 
1958), quoted in Holyrod, Augustus John (1996), p. 192. Also quoted in David Peters Corbett and 
Lisa Perry, eds. , English Art 1860-1914, Modem Artist and Identity, Manchester 2000, p. 14. 

26 



'when curtain-making allows of it, but I haven't embarked on much painting yet' .46 

Yet her experience dealing with household chores such as the busywork of curtain

making undoubtedly helped Bell to envision, design, and handle work with cloth and 

draperies at the Omega. However, there would remain a distinction in Bell's mind 

between painting and decorating. 

Working in the Omega Workshops showed Bell that art was crucial to 

meaningful decoration, while decoration made her more aware of formal elements in 

easel painting. Decorating her home was an act of love culminating in the ultimate 

example, the Charleston Farmhouse, Bell's home in Sussex. By making her home an 

artistic playground, she conveyed to her children, friends, and lovers hospitality, 

warmth, and joy. Through the development ofher interest in decoration, she was able 

to reconcile her two worlds, at home and in the studio, in a successful manner. Bell 

avoided coming 'to nought under the burdens of domesticity' by looking at every 

aspect of her life artistically. Through careful negotiation, she made time for 

painting; but when she could not avoid the curtain making, sewing, and other 

concerns of the home, she treated those concerns with an artistic sensibility as well. 

Fry and the Omega Workshops 

Roger Fry's influence as one ofthe most important critics of art in the early 

201
h century left its mark on Bell. Bell became well acquainted with commercial 

decoration through her friendship with Fry, who gave her the experience of working 

in the different roles of director, miist, and craftswoman for the Omega Workshops. 

Though she had been introduced to Fry earlier, it was not until 1910 that their 

friendship was renewed. In 1911 , they began an affair after Fry nursed her through a 

46 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf 23 August 1912 : BERG. 
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traumatic miscaniage that occutTed in Turkey. Through him, Bell was able to 

immerse herself in modern movements in art, an opportunity she had been seeking 

since she had abandoned her academic art training. She became a proponent of Post-

Impressionist art, the movement Fry believed would transfom1 British art as it had 

French. When, in 1912, he asked Bell whether she wished to participate in the 

inception of the Omega Workshops and help him find funding for them, she readily 

agreed despite having her hands full raising two children and working on her 

painting which had begun to flourish. 

The inspiration for the Omega Workshops came to Fry in two ways. He had 

seen the success of Paul Poiret' s Ecole Martine, a French atelier focusing on 

decoration, and he believed that England had experienced a slump in the decorative 

mis at the tum of the 19111 and 20111 centuries, following William MotTis' remarkable 

revitalization of them. Fry wished to provide a source of steady income to those he 

believed were up and coming artists such as Wyndham Lewis, Duncan Grant, and 

Frederick Etchells. He also believed that by introducing Post-Impressionist designs 

on decorative surfaces, he could reconcile a wary public to the art it mocked dming 

the Post-Impressionist exhibitions of 1910 and 1912. The following letter that Fry 

wrote to George Bernard Shaw, to request financial backing, elaborates his scheme 

and intent. 

I am intending to start a workshop for decorative and applied art. I find that 
there are many young artists whose painting shows strong decorative feeling, 
who will be glad to use their talents on applied art both as a means of 
livelihood and as an advantage to their work as painters and sculptors. 

The Post-Impressionist movement is quite as defini tely decorative in its 
methods as was the Pre-Raphaelite, and its influence on general design is 
destined to be as marked. Already in France Poiret's Ecole Mmtine shows 
what delightful new possibilities are revealed in this direction, what added 
gaiety and chann their products give to an interior. My workshop would be 
catTied on on similar lines and might probably work in conjunction with the 
Ecole Martine, by mutual exchange of ideas and products. I have also the 
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promise of assistance from several young artists who have had experience of 
such work: but in the main I wish to develop a definitely English tradition. 
Since the complete decadence of the Monis movement nothing has been done 
in England but pastiche and more or less unscrupulous imitation of old work. 
There is no reason whatever why people should not return to the more normal 
custom of employing contemporary miists to design their furniture and 
hangings, if only the artists can produce vital and original work. 47 

While exhibiting at the Galerie Barbazanges in July of 1912, Fry encountered the 

Ecole Martine next door. Poiret had been influenced by the Wiener WerksHitte, the 

decorative arts workshop established in 1903 by the artists and architects of the 

Vienna Secession. Wishing to use a workshop scheme but with untrained designers, 

Poiret hired working class girls without prior artistic training to produce designs for 

rugs, fabrics, murals, pottery and furniture to be sold to the public. He sent them to 

public spaces such as the zoo to transcribe their impressions. His lucrative business 

provided the girls with a steady income. Their works were sold to other artists, such 

as Matisse, and to a receptive French public. Though Fry was not interested in hiring 

inexperienced artists, he was fascinated by the freedom of expression, naivete, and 

freshness of the girls' works. Fry felt that it was time 'that the spirit of fun was 

introduced into furniture and fabrics. We have suffered too long from the dull and 

the stupidly serious'. 48 He believed that trained artists could provide inspirational, 

spontaneous, and liberated designs on the same scale as the Ecole Mm·tine. The 

anonymity Fry imposed on the artists in the Omega Workshops was meant to inspire 

collaborative design, a communal workspace, and freedom to experiment. 

Unlike William Monis, who emphasised the importance of the designer's 

role as a craftsman, Fry felt that under close supervision items could be 

manufactured by workmen and yet retain their miistic qualities. Fry believed that the 

artists did not need to master the specific skills to produce their designs but they 

47 Roger Fry to George Bernard Shaw, 11 November 1912, quoted in Gillian Naylor, ed., Bloomsbwy, 
Th e Artists, Authors and Designer by Themselves, London 1990, p. 124-125. 
48 Virginia Wool[, Roger FIJI, A Biography, London 1940, p. 169. 
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'certainly ought to know all the technique ofthe various processes'.49 He reserved 

his greatest anger for 'those men whose life-work it is to stimulate this eczematous 

eruption of pattem on the surface of modem manufactures'. 50 To combat this 

problem caused by 'the modem competitive commercial system' that 'has robbed the 

worker of his sensibility', Fry believed in giving 'a completely detailed drawing' by 

the artist for the craftsperson to follow. 51 Morris focused on natural appearances 

while Fry hoped to employ pure design at the Omega Workshops, regardless of 

nature. 52 Though Morris' designs were considered radical when they were 

produced, by 1904 Bell preferred the bare white walls of Gordon Square to the 

Morris wallpapers of Hyde Park Gate. In her attempt to find the right decoration for 

her own times, she associated Morris with her Victorian past and not with a modem 

aesthetic. 

Opposition and the Formulation of a Modern Aesthetic 

Not everyone felt that the Omega Workshops provided a liberating, 

communal environment. After a bitter argument with Roger Fry over a commission 

for the Ideal Home exhibition, Wyndham Lewis left in October 1913, taking with 

him Frederick Etchells, Cuthbert Hamilton and Edward W adsworth. A few weeks 

later, Lewis, the secessionists ' vitriolic spokesperson, sent out a letter signed by the 

four artists to potential patrons of the Omega and to various newspapers filled with 

criticisms and insults. The letter, now called the Round Robin, contains pmiicularly 

49 Anon. 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops ', Drawi11g a11d Desig11, vol. 5, no. 28, August 1917, p. 76. 
50 Roger Fry, Visio11 and Design, London 1981 , p. 61-62. 
51 Anon. (as inn. 15), p. 76. 
52 Judith Collins, The Omega Workshops, Chicago 1984, p. 30. 
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gendered attacks, mocking the work ethic of the Omega Workshops and, in 

pmiicular, their fabric designs. 

As to its tendencies in Art, they alone would be sufficient to make it very 
difficult for any vigorous art-instinct to long remain under that roof. The Idol 
is still Prettiness, with its mid-Victorian languish of the neck and its skin is 
'greenery-yallery' , despite the Post-What-Not fashionableness of its 
draperies. This family party of strayed and Dissenting Aesthetes, however, 
were compelled to call in as much modem talent as they could find, to do the 
rough and masculine work without which they knew their efforts would not 
rise above the level of a pleasant tea-party, or command more attention. 53 

It is implicit in Lewis' attack that the decorative designs by the remaining members 

of the Omega Workshops were effeminate and weak. Without the masculine Lewis, 

Wadsworth, Etchells and Hamilton, Lewis warned that the 'pleasant tea-party' could 

not last, although it lasted much longer than his own short-lived Rebel Art Centre. 

Bell had escaped the 'mid-Victorian languish ofthe neck' ofher Hyde Park Gate 

home, only to be attacked on similar grounds. Notably, Lewis calls attention to the 

'Post-What-Not fashionableness' of the draperies, as if the printed linens were only a 

passing fad which mimicked that which the Post-Impressionists had already 

accomplished. 

Lewis ' arguments are in line with contemporary attitudes towards feminine 

decoration. Large firms such as Libetiy and Co. and Monis and Co. on Oxford 

Street were only too willing to provide 'pretty' floral fabrics and wallpaper to 

decorate English homes. In an miicle concerning 'Good Furnishing and Decoration 

of the House: The Boudoir' for Th e Magazine of Art, one writer suggested how a 

woman 's boudoir in the early 1900s might be decorated. In a woman's personal 

space 'a great deal that in other parts of the house would be accounted frivolous may 

53 F. Etchells, C. J. Hamilton, W. Lewis, and E. Wadsworth, Circular Letter, 1 Brecknock Studios, 
Brecknock Road, copy in Fry Papers, October 13 : KCC. 
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be allowed; white lace and embroidery, dainty draperies, and, in a word, whatever 

else savours of grace and lightness, finds its most proper and congenial sphere' .54 

At the time, textiles in England relied on tried and true patterns of the recent 

past. Though there was a 'modem taste' that had evolved, calling for fabrics lighter 

in colour, more simple, and less dense in material, for the most part designers relied 

on patterns and styles that were dependable, effective, and saleable but by no means 

radical. The industrialisation of textile production did not lead to inventive printed 

textiles but rather the mass marketing and watering down of classical designs. In an 

article entitled 'Good Furnishing and Decoration for the House: A Note on Draped 

Hangings', the unnamed author champions the benefits of modem industry. 

There is now such an excellent range of materials to select from, that with a 
comparatively small outlay, most effective schemes of decoration can be 
carried out. The improvements of recent years in the production of textile 
fabrics have placed within general reach the best designs of mediaeval and 
modem times. Reproductions of antique embroideries, both European and 
Oriental, are now so skilfully and comparatively cheaply made, that there 
need be no difficulty in obtaining material for hangings to suit any particular 
taste or style in decoration. For richness of effect these copies of old 
hangings are, of course, incomparable. The trend of modem taste is, 
however, towards simplicity and lightness, and textile fabrics are being 
adapted accordingly. Instead of embroidered of heavily woven material we 
have light fabrics with stencilled or printed designs; or conventional flower 
forms in applique. 55 

The reproduction of 'antique embroideries' , 'copies of old hangings', and the 

repetition of 'conventional flower f01ms' were what Lewis condemned in modem 

decoration. A reliance on the past, nature, and miificial contrivance were what he 

accused the Omega Workshops of perpetuating. He thought that just because the 

Omega made embroideries, textiles, and other sewn items, they were producing 

typically feminine decoration since needlework was women's work. 

54 Aymer Valiance, 'Good Furnishing and Decoration of the House:. the Boudoir ' , The Magazine of 
Art, ed. M. H. SpielmaJm, Vol. Il, 1904, p. 275 . 
55 Anon. ' Good Furnishing and Decoration for the House: A Note on Draped Hangings ', Th e 
Magazine of Art, ed. M. H. Spielma1m. Vol. II, 1904, p. 440. 
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Those with typical Edwardian English tastes prefelTed elegance over vibrancy 

and the safety of the past rather than the uncertainty of the future when decorating 

their homes. Fry considered asking Nan Hudson and Ethel Sands, two women 

interested in interior decoration, to become members of the Omega. Bell gave him 

her opinion of the women after a visit to Sands and Hudson's home in July of 1912. 

Her letter outlines her priorities for the Omega Workshops by defining the opposite: 

All the same I was a little almmed at their excessive elegance and 18th 
century stamp. It isn't what we want even for our minor arts, is it? Won't 
they import too much of that? Of course, I know they're useful, but I do 
think we shall have to be careful, especially in England where it seems to me 
one can never get away from all this fatal prettiness. Can't we paint stuffs, 
etc., which won't be gay and pretty? I see how easy it would be to turn out 
yards of very fanciful and bright and piquant things, and I don't see what else 
that couple can do . I daresay you ' re right in using them, but although I don't 
go to Clive's lengths I must say that seeing them in their own chosen 
sutToundings did give me rather the creeps, at least when I thought of 
bringing that into anything to do with art. 56 

At the time, Bell was living at Cleeve House, Clive Bell's family home where all the 

attributes of design that she detested were employed. Her months there were not 

enjoyable and she came to react strongly against 'the fatal prettiness', 'excessive 

elegance', and' 18th century stamp' that marked Cleeve House as well as the Sands 

and Hudson residence. In the same letter she added that she feared Duncan Grant's 

painting had deteriorated in recent months because the 'usual English sweetness was 

coming in and spoiling all'. Bell was formulating ideas which would distinguish her 

from conventional English traditions. She was especially wary of making her work 

pretty but devoid of meaning. 

Before she joined the Omega Workshops, Bell's decorative interests were 

becoming more progressive. She was fond of using appliques and stencils for 

curtains which were much lighter than the heavy Victorian fabrics which blocked out 

all the light from window. She produced appliques for the curtains in Woolfs home 

56 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Sunday, (21 ?) July 1912 : KCC. 
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and her own. The applique curtains she used for Maynard Keynes' rooms at King's 

College, Cambridge are a good example of her work in this mode, though the 

curtains date from the 1920s when she returned to using more representational 

elements in her decoration. Cloud-like objects enclosed in a variety of shapes, a 

vase, and scenes from nature float against the translucent white fabric . She makes 

use of flower motifs, but her applique combines more representational forms with 

abstract ones. 

Bell was relieved when she finally moved away from her in-laws into 

Asheham House in Sussex, where she was free again to decorate her home as she 

wished. Her letter to Fry, dated August 19, 1912 enthusiastically discusses her work 

with curtains, prior to her involvement with the Omega Workshops. 

What a domestic letter I am writing you, but what else am I to do, alone here 
with servants & children & curtains. I think the new ones are a success. 
They make the room look greener than before & certainly are a lovely colour, 
but I can't tell quite what will happen till I get them up with their borders. 57 

In the letter, Bell is concerned with how the green of the curtains will enhance the 

overall appearance of the room. With an artist's eye, she knows that changing one 

element can transform a scene's entire appearance. Despite her complaints about 

domestic responsibilities, her letters are often filled with animated descriptions of her 

children and the decorations she was working on. She was well aware that by making 

her home inviting, entertaining and filled with art, she was providing an atmosphere 

that would attract friends and family. Fry, at the time, was also formulating ideas 

about design. Their coiTespondence became a mutual exchange about art and 

decoration; Bell was influenced by Fry's disgust with the state of decoration in 

England and Fry was inspired by the progress Bell was making in her own home. 

57 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 19 Augustl912 : KCC 
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Roger Fry's famous article on 'Art and Socialism', first published in 1912 

when he was in the midst of setting up the Omega Workshops, outlines the principles 

that guided his quest for decorative renewal. 58 Sitting in a railway refreshment room, 

Fry lamented the state of decoration in England. The room contained an eclectic 

mixture of decor spanning several centuries, without respect for unity or artistic 

vision. He criticises various items including 'a lace curtain with patterns taken from 

at least four centuries and as many countries' . 59 The railway refreshment room is 

indicative of the state of decoration in England. 

This painful catalogue makes up only a small part ofthe inventory of the 'art' 
ofthe restaurant. Display is indeed the end and explanation of it all. Not one 
of these things has been made because the maker enjoyed the making .... One 
must remember the public spaces of this kind merely reflect the average 
citizen's soul, as expressed in his home.60 

In Fry's eyes, the conventional attitude towards decoration, the lack of enjoyment 

experienced when creating the 'art' in the room, and the need for ostentatious display 

all had to change. 

Naturally Abstract: Designing Textiles61 

58 First published as 'The Artist and the Great State' in Socialism and the Great State, ed. H. G. Wells 
et al. (1912), pp. 251-272. And later revised for Roger Fry's chapter on 'Art and Socialism' in Vision 
and Design first published in 1920. 
59 Fry, Vision and Design, New York: Dover Publications, 1998, p. 47. 
GO Ibid. , p. 47. 
61 Attributing specific designs to individual artists in a workshop that emphasised anonymity has 
proved to be difficult. This section of the dissertation is aided by ath'ibutions made by scholars in the 
field such as Judith Collins, Isabelle Anscombe, Richard Shone, and the experts at the Victoria & 
Albert Museum, which holds the largest collection of the textiles produced by the Omega Workshops. 
However, conflicting information remains- specifically concerning the two fabrics, 'Maud' and 
'Mechtilde' . Though the fabric titles are not crucial to an analysis of the fabrics, it is important to 
establish that Bell most certainly made the zig-zag pattern print most often designated as 'Maud', 
while Roger Fry produced the square pattern design conm10nly known as 'Mechtilde '. A few designs 
on paper actually show the initials VB which have proved useful for identification. While at the 
Omega, Bell produced the textiles 'White ' and 'Maud ', but there remains a level of uncertainty 
whether Bell was involved in other textiles made by the firm. Bell 's letters, especially to Fry, 
sometimes discuss the piece she is working on; most, however, often lack details that can link them to 
a precise attribution. Conjech1res can be made and a level of certainty reached by comparing 
unsigned sketches vvith works that are certifiably Bell 's. 
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One of the Omega Workshops ' first ventures was the creation of printed 

textiles which, it can be argued, was where the Omega Workshops exerted their 

greatest influence. Paul Nash wrote in an article in1926, 'I think it is fair to say that 

the modem movement in textile design began with the establishment of the Omega 

Workshops a year or two before the War'. 62 Bell became thoroughly involved with 

this aspect of the Omega and enjoyed working with a new medium. She felt that the 

ability to work with different media was one way in which art could be distinguished 

from literature. She proclaimed to her sister: 

You writers, however, do not know the joy of experimenting in a new 
medium, especially one of which one is quite ignorant. One seems to come 
upon so many unexpected capacities in oneself. 63 

Fry decided that rather than issue many different textile pattems it would be 

more economical and prudent to produce a limited number of textiles using various 

colour schemes. The first linens were printed at the Besselivier Printworks at 

Maromme, Rouen in France by an old-fashioned method of applying wooden blocks 

covered in felt onto the linen. The textiles were named after early patrons of the 

Omega and even after Roger Fry's daughter Pamela. Maud referred to Lady Cunard, 

wife of the shipping baron, and Mechtilde to the German Ambassador's wife, 

Princess Mechtilde Lichnowsky. Both women provided financial backing to get the 

Omega Workshops running. Selling well from the beginning, the printed linens 

definitely exuded a Post-Impressionist influence but were not threatening to the 

public, unlike some of the Post-Impressionist paintings seen at various exhibitions. 

The limited use of colours and the fact that abstraction was acceptable as a 

62 Paul Nash, 'Modem English Textiles' , Art Work, Jan-March 1926, p. 83 . Paul Nash (1889-1946). 
Studied at Chelsea Polyteclmic ( 1906-7) and the Slade School ( 1910-11 ). Nash was a member of the 
Friday Club in 1913 and for a few months in 191 3 participated in the Omega Workshops but left 
without animosity. 
63 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 12 March 1909: BERG. 
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decorative device convinced patrons that Post-Impressionist influenced fabric was 

suitable for their homes. 

A photo from the Daily Nevvs and Leader from July 1913 of the Omega 

Workshops' opening days presents both Bell's fabric Maud and Wyndham Lewis' 

Screen: Circus Scene in the foreground. Richard Cork rightly suggests that the 

juxtaposition of the fabric and screen was not incidental, but was placed at the 

entrance to attest to the workshops' ability to excel at both figurative and non-

figurative designs.64 Maud was one of the six printed linens produced by the Omega 

Workshops and among the two that are definitely attributable to Bell. In her sketch 

for Maud, a pleasing mixture of organic forms, solid structure, and a raw modernity 

are present and retained in the finished product (figs. 1-2). The squared paper was 

used by Bell to indicate how each individual knot should appear, which allowed the 

manufacturer to replicate her designs accurately. To Fry, it was important that 'the 

firm ha[ d] employed a number of special technical processes, in order to preserve as 

far as possible the freedom and spontaneity of the original drawings'. 65 With Maud, 

Bell employed techniques she was using in her painting such as the use of vibrant 

and often shocking colours (especially her startling orange), and architectonic 

forms. 66 In her paintings from this time, she favoured blocks of colour, simple 

shapes and black outlines. The black lines leap out from the foreground but also 

work to section off areas of colour. The black lines form triangular wedges 

resembling mountains, and the jagged edges of the orange and green shapes break 

the angularity and rigidity of the piece. The green sections appear even more organic 

on linen than on the squared paper, resembling patches of grass or leaves. The 

64 Richard Cork, Art Beyond the Gal!eJy, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985, p. 136. 
65 Anon., 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops', Drawing and Design , August 1917, p. 77. 
66 The fabric was available in various colourways including combinations of purple/orange, lime 
green/black, and bright red/turquoise (these can be seen at the Textile and Dress Department at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum by appointment). 
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combination of nature and the man-made appears through the presence of the miist's 

hand and unconcealed lmots in the linen. The fabric's unrefined finish hearkens back 

to earlier traditions in textile making and refuses 'to spoil the expressive quality' of 

the 'work by sand-papering it down to a shop finish' .67 At the same time Maud does 

not reuse old-fashioned patterns, a far cry from the railway refreshment room's lace 

curtains with its 'patterns taken from at least four centmies'. 

With White (fig. 3), Bell employed a different style from Maud. The pattern 

on the linen appears like a mixture of an ink sketch (the external structure) and a 

completely abstract painting (the coloured shapes in the background). The black 

outlines used to section off parts of Maud are used in White to emphasise the external 

structure of the pattern, appearing to almost cage in the organic amorphous shapes 

that remain in the background. Various types ofhatching are used to break any 

chance of monotony, yet the various directions that the lines take are not distracting 

or confusing. Serpentine shapes break the rigidity of straight lines. The vertical 

lines running through the entire piece do not conflict with the cross hatching and 

provide the appearance of texture. Like Maud, there is no attempt to conceal the hand 

of the artist and manufacturer.68 The superficial elegance and finish present in most 

commercial textiles is absent as well. Harmony, vibrancy, and the overall effect the 

textiles had on a room were the artist's primary concern. 

White was used for the Post-Impressionist Room at the Ideal Home exhibition 

in October of 1913, the commission that had caused a rift between Wyndham Lewis 

and Roger Fry. A colour photograph from the Illustrated London News exists 

67 Anon. , 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops ' Drawing and Design, August 1917, p. 77 . 
68 When viewed closely at the Textile and Dress Department at the V &A, it appears that the kind of 
printing process the Omega Workshops employed suited the material they were using. The hand
block process was well suited to the umefined linen (there are a number of knots in the cloth and the 
linen is rather like a painter 's canvas). 
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showing how White was made into a curtain partitioning the room. 69 The Omega 

artists were fully aware of the irony of naming the textile White. The colour scheme 

of off-white, a reddish-brown, and yellow blend naturally with the yellow and orange 

colours used for the murals against the wall. Stripped of traditional floral design and 

extraneous detail, the resulting pattern soothes without resorting in any way to 

ingratiating sweetness. Again, Bell mixes natural forms with more structured, 

industrial, and what the avant-garde of the time considered modem shapes 

unconcerned with 'prettiness'. 

Other textiles appear to have been worked on by more than one designer and 

attributions remain uncertain. For example, various art historians and critics today 

disagree about who designed the pattern for Pamela. The design is attributed to Bell 

by Isabelle Anscombe, to both Fry and Bell by Gillian Naylor, and to no one in 

particular by Judith Collins. There are various reasons why Pamela most likely 

involved Bell. It bears a close resemblance in style to Picasso's Pots et Citron, an oil 

painting she and,her husband purchased for four pounds after it was displayed at the 

Second Post-Impressionist exhibition because they admired its beautiful colours and 

cubist style. The curved black lines and the free-formed shapes in Pamela are 

Bell's signature style. The loose application of colour, indicating the presence of the 

artist's hand is characteristic ofBell and is apparent even on the finished version of 

the printed linen. 7° Cracow was not one of the original six fabrics produced by the 

Omega. It has been attributed to Bell by Anscombe and to Fry by Naylor. It was 

produced by A. H. Lee & Sons Ltd. in 1914, since the war had begun and Cracow 

69 The fabric used for the curtain in the Ideal Home exhibition appears to be the same colour as the 
one printed in Gillian Naylor's book. The photo 's colours are off and the textile print in Naylor 's 
book is very light. But the shapes in the background were probably originally the same colour, dark 
red and yellow. 
70 Bell's designs are always looser than Fry 's, especially for textiles. Amenophis and /l!farge1y, both 
ath·ibuted to Fry, are tighter, more exact, and conh·olled but less liberated than Bell 's designs . 
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could no longer be printed in the factory in Rouen. The result of using a jacquard 

woven fabric is greatly different from the hand block-printed designs of the other 

textiles. Cracow is more fom1al , tightly composed, and traditionally elegant than 

Bell's other designs. 71 The pattem, however, is composed ofhatching and triangular 

forms reminiscent of other works by her. But there is more visual evidence that 

indicates Bell's involvement in Pamela than there is in Cracow. 

Of all the items produced by the Omega Workshops, none were copied as 

often or sold as steadily as their textiles. Believing that the Omega Workshops had 

done more for textile reform than even William Monis, Paul Nash wrote in the 1920s 

that 'William Monis no doubt was a wise reformer but I cannot see that he 

contributed anything to the traditional expression in design' for 'in the pretty garden 

or sprigs and posies planted by the gentle Victorians he reared the acanthus and it is 

spreading to this day' .72 Nash regarded the Omega Workshops as the establishment 

where 'the modem movement in textile design began'.73 But Wyndham Lewis' 

attacks usually singled out the textiles, when attacking the items produced by the 

Omega Workshops. In BLAST 2, he decried that 'the most abject, anaemic, and 

amateurish manifestations of this Matisse "decorativeness", or Picasso deadness and 

bland anangement, could no doubt be found (if that were necessary or served any 

purpose) in Mr. Fry's curtain and pin-cushion factory in Fitzroy Square'. 74 

Bell did not wish to confront or insist that Omega patrons should embrace 

only the specific modemist beliefs that other artists, such as Lewis, were expounding. 

Bell wanted to persuade Omega's patrons to see how these styles might be adapted to 

71 The V &A possesses a waistcoat made with the textile Cracow. The wool jacquard material is 
heavy, tightly woven, and refined. Tan tlu·eads are intermixed with other tllleads tlu·oughout the 
textile, so that except for the black, none of the areas of colour are purely one colour. 
72 Paul Nash, 'Modern English Textiles ' Art Work, (Jan-March 1926), p. 83. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Wyndham Lewis ed. , BLAST 11, London, Spring 1915. 
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suit their homes and everyday lives. She was aware of these movements in art and 

integrated them in her work, but she refused to be a slave to them. Richard Cork's 

analysis of what made Lewis and the Bloomsbury artists diametrically opposed to 

one another continues the debate about whether Bell pursued her fine art as 

rigorously as her decorative ati: 

If in theory [Bloomsbury] all welcomed the advent of Cubism, in practice 
they tended to cling to the example of Cezanne and Matisse and at this stage 
avoided anything which led down the heretical path towards total abstraction. 
Unlike Lewis, who had already begun to digest the influence of Futurism in 
his Timon series and warm to their brash polemics, the Bloomsbury group 
ranged themselves in opposition to the noisy Italians.75 

To say that the Bloomsbury artists did not watm to the Futurists in the same way that 

Lewis did is undeniable, but that does not mean Bell did not implement and 

experiment with Cubism and abstraction in a radical way in her art and, especially, in 

her textiles. Repeatedly, she blended modem forms and played with contradictions, 

combining cubist wedges with organic shapes, sharp edges with soft ones, colour 

with black and white, and negative against positive space. A unified design, 

immense vitality, and stimulating colour were crucial to the success of her fabrics. 

Bloomsbury artists have been attacked for not pursuing Cubism more intensely, but 

their detractors fail to realise that artists like Bell were creating a synthesis between 

art and life by bringing cubism into households through decoration. She knew, more 

intuitively than most, that a home should provide comfort and stimulation but not 

bewilder or alienate its habitants with aggressive decoration. In this way, she 

persuaded buyers to revolutionise their daily lives by using these modem textiles for 

their chairs, windows, and even their clothing. 

75 
Richard Cork, Vorticism and Abstract Art in the First Machin e Age:. Vol. !& 2, London: Gm·don 

Fraser Gallery, 1976, p. 54-55. 
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Making a Statement through Dress 

As an extension of her work with fabric, Bell began to produce clothing, 

sometimes made with distinctive fabrics she found but often using unique Omega 

textiles. A dressing gown made using Fry's fabric Amenophis and Bell's Maud 

would have been amusing to wear around the house, but the combination of fabrics 

would have been startling to the average person. Many of the items sold in the 

Omega were intended for female customers. For its female patrons the Omega 

Workshops produced beaded necklaces, dresses, fans, parasols and opera bags. Even 

before her commercial dressmaking venture, Bell was greatly interested in fashion 

and often informed friends and family about new purchases and styles she was 

willing to wear. As with her paintings, Bell described her new dresses with a lack of 

confidence, wondering if her friends would not like them but ready to experiment 

anyway. For example, she warily informed Fry, 'I have bought myself a dress, price 

3/6. I wonder if you'll think it too awful!' 76 In a letter to Duncan Grant, she 

questioned whether the colour she was using was too loud when she wrote, 'I am 

going to make myself a new dress . .. You won't like the dress I'm afraid, as it will be 

mostly purple ... ' 77 Her daughter, Angelica Gamett, noted that Bell 'never dressed in 

the same way as other people; her clothes had always been defiant of 

convention ... ' .78 As early as 1914, the Omega Workshops had included one or two 

dresses in its catalogue, but by 1915 Bell was hoping to make dresses to order on a 

wider scale. In April of 1915, she began making a dress for Mmjorie Strachey and 

asked Fry whether he thought adding a dressmaking department practicable. 

76 

The idea is that I should make or at least superintend the making of several 
dresses. If this could be done at the begi1ming of the season, I believe it 

Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 28 September 1914: TATE. 
77 Vanessa Bell to Duncan Grant Friday, (6 August 191 5) quoted in Letters, ed. R. Marler, p. 184. 
78 Angelica Garnett, Deceived With Kindn ess, A Bloomsblll)' Childhood. London 1995. 
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might be a great success. I don't think the cost would be much, as the actual 
stuffs need not be expensive, and Ottoline [Morrell] has a dressmaker who 
drinks but is otherwise capable and who could work under me. Do you think 
it would be a good thing ifl tried to get this done as soon as I get back? I 
believe one could make dresses that would use the fashions and yet not be 
like dressmaker's dresses.79 

Not wishing to compete with dresses produced by fashion houses and department 

stores, Bell hoped to create a style that was distinctively avant-garde and unique to 

the Omega Workshops. The woman who wore such dresses would need to be both 

self-confident and devoted to the Omega style to drape herself in such an attention-

seeking manner. For practical reasons, Bell produced at first a variety of dresses 

using different fabrics but limited to a single dress pattern. 80 A comparison between 

a publicity photograph from the summer of 1915 of Bell wearing a dress she 

designed herself and Fry's portrait ofNina Hamnett shows that the women are 

wearing identically styled dresses that use different fabric (fig. 4). The style of the 

dress grew dramatically more radical in some of Bell's later designs. Virginia Woolf, 

amused by the provocative Omega dress her sister-in-law Karin Stephen was 

wearing, wrote to her sister with feigned shock. 

My god! What colours you are responsible for! Karin's clothes almost 
wrenched my eyes from the sockets- a skirt barred with reds and yellows of 
the vilest kind, and a pea green blouse on top, with a gaudy handkerchief on 
her head, supposed to be the very boldest taste. I shall retire into dove colour 
and old lavender, with a lace collar, and lawn wristlets. 81 

Bell's intention to 'make dresses that would use the fashion' but 'not be like 

dressmaker's dresses' led to some outrageous combinations of colour and the use of 

abstract printed linens that drew attention. She was well aware from her own 

enjoyment of clothing that by wearing a certain outfit one could make a public 

79 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Friday, (9 April1915): TATE. 
80 Isabelle Anscombe, Omega and After, B/oomsbw y and the Decomtive Arts, London 1981 , p. 62. 81 Virginia Woolf to Vanessa Bell , 16 Aug (1916): BERG. 



statement about one's taste. Through her dressmaking venture, Bell was bringing 

Post-Impressionism out of the gallery and into the public eye. 

Bell's dedication and radical style choices demonstrate how she was willing 

to do 'the rough and masculine work' of textile design and dressmaking without 

falling into traps of 'fatal prettiness' or the 'Victorian languish of the neck'. No 

doubt, Lewis would not consider sewing, embroidering, and textile and dress 

designing masculine work, but Bell certainly put in painstaking effort equal to that of 

any craftsman working with more masculine materials such as wood and metal. The 

requirements of any well brought-up young woman of the time would have included 

needlework skills, but Bell refused to fall into the trap of relying on ordinary floral 

designs used in traditional embroidery and textiles . She was employing a 'vigorous 

art-instinct', always conscious about not falling into the trap of prettiness, especially 

with her textiles. Bell's approach to her work on textiles was flavoured by her 

experience as an artist. Her application of Cubism, Abstraction, and Post

Impressionism on all forms of art should be categorised as modem, but since she 

implemented these ideas on objects that have been labelled feminine her work has 

been dismissed. Lewis implied that the woman's work produced by the Omega 

provided grounds for attacking the Omega as a weak, insipid, and feminine, hence 

pointless, venture. If Lewis implied that 'rough and masculine work' was necessary 

to the pursuit of modernism, then Bell would be disqualified by virtue of being a 

woman. Lewis' attacks were against the distinctly feminine artistic skills that the 

group employed and reinvented rather than rejected as he did. 

Bell's paintings prior to 1914 lack the whimsy and sense ofhumour present 

in her decorative work. Working on designs for fabrics and dresses using Omega 

fabrics called for a degree of experimentation and disregard for tradition. As a result 
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it can be argued that because Bell's work in the decorative atis did not have to be 

taken as seriously as her painting, it benefited from her more relaxed attitude. This is 

not to say that Bell did not take her work at the Omega seriously, but that she 

approached decoration with less anxiety and concern than she did painting. She 

would write to Fry, 'I felt too stupid to paint much today so I did my carpet. I hope it 

will be all right-'. 82 What this shows is that when the demands of painting were too 

great, decoration appeared to be a less demanding alternative in which Bell was free 

to experiment without hesitation. Despite seeming to be the less rigorous art, 

decorative work, particularly in textiles, dramatically influenced Bell's work in the 

fine arts. 

Reaching Abstraction in Painting 

The influence of Bell's paintings on her decorative work has been discussed 

often enough, but what decoration did for Bell's paintings is perhaps even more 

' 
important. Though many aspects of Bell's work at the Omega Workshops impacted 

upon her work in the fine arts, this section focuses specifically on how the experience 

of designing textiles influenced her move towards abstraction in painting. Even 

though Bell produced abstract patterns for her textiles as early as 1912, she did not 

simultaneously attempt abstraction in her paintings. Richard Cork points out in Art 

Beyond the Gallery that curtains and wallpapers were considered surfaces 'which 

were not expected to represent an illusion of life anyway'. 83 Applied art had the 

benefit of not being considered as equal to fine ati and therefore more risks could be 

taken in that category. But between 1913 and 1914, the years in which Bell was 

81 
- Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Saturday, (November?) 1912: KCC. 

83 c ork, Art Beyond the Gal!ely, p. 125. 

45 



most active at the Omega Workshops, her painting began to change as she 

experimented and broadened her approach to decoration. 

Unlike the sombre images of 1912-1913 such as Nativity and Stud/and Beach, 

many of Bell's paintings from 1914 to 1915 display exuberance, explosion of colour, 

and attention to pattern and line that had not been present in her earlier work. Her 

paintings change from serious meditations on certain themes to more humorous, 

ironic, and whimsical portrayals. Oranges and Lemons was painted in January 1914, 

after Duncan Grant sent branches of oranges and lemons to Bell from Tunis, where 

he was travelling (fig. 5). The painting was one of the first of a series of still lives 

and portraits by Bell from the time that blur the lines between abstraction and 

representation. Bell had been experimenting with simple patches of colour to create 

form in her paintings from 1913 and continued to do so in 1914. In Oranges and 

Lemons, the visual assault of blue, yellow, red and orange colours comes first, 

followed by the realization of what the image represents. The textile Maud, the 

fabric used for the curtains of her studio in Gordon Square, is used in the background 

of the painting. 84 As a result, the background is completely abstract while the 

foreground, though representational, displays an untraditional flower anangement 

using fruits that are still on their stems. No longer representing curtains but a 

patchwork of varying colours and shapes, Oranges and Lemons was one of the first 

paintings in which Bell approached abstraction, as a direct result of her work with 

textiles. 

Omega Paper Flowers in Bottle uses the same teclmique involved with 

Oranges and Lemons by placing an object containing flowers against an abstract 

background (fig. 6). In Omega Paper Flowers, Bell no longer makes an attempt to 

84 Richard Shone, The Art of BloomsbuiJ', Roger F1y, Vanessa Bell, and Duncan Grant, (hereafter 
AOB), with essays by James Beechey and Richard Morphet, London 1999, p 11 9. 
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distinguish an abstract background from a representational foreground nor does she 

follow the traditional rules of perspective. Though the exact month this painting was 

created is unknown, it most likely came after she painted Oranges and Lemons, when 

her foray into abstraction became even deeper. Various shapes are laid as if side by 

side on a flat picture plane; perspective and shadowing are relinquished. Without the 

title indicating the picture's subject, the image would be completely unrecognisable; 

the bottle would appear on the same plane as the background and the flowers would 

remain as circular shapes amidst angular ones. Bell enjoyed making paper flowers 

instead of using real flowers because she could get them to look exactly as she 

wanted. 85 Like Oranges and Lemons, Maud was used for the background since Bell 

painted the scene in her Gordon Square studio. But instead of an exact replication of 

the colours used on the fabric, Bell chooses different ones to fill in the pattem, just as 

she had in Oranges and Lemons. In Oranges and Lemons, Bell still relies on solid 

black lines to outline certain forms in her painting, the leaves and the vase in 

particular. By the time she produced Omega Paper Flowers in Bottle she had 

eliminated the need to use a black outline that in tum makes the form of the bottle 

and flowers less discemible. She also eliminates the black lines present in Maud. 

The use of Maud in her paintings highlights the extent to which her work in the 

decorative arts influenced her paintings. By allowing the background to become the 

primary focus, Bell was coming to the realization that abstraction was possible in the 

fine arts. At the time, she was not prepared to replicate the fabric on canvas and call 

it art, but she felt that the fonns within Maud and specifically chosen colours (though 

not repetitious pattems of colour) would be beneficial to her painting. The union of 

colours and forms on canvas could convey emotions without representing a specific 

85 Of her artificial flower-making she wrote, ' It 's rather amusing work and they generally seem to me 
to be much more beautiful than God 's attempts! - ! don 't imitate Him of course but take hints 
sometimes ' . Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, July 191 5: KCC. 
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object. She was coming closer to achieving abstraction in her paintings through her 

experience with the decorative arts. 

By 1912, Fry had already anticipated the natural progression from Post

Impressionism to abstraction in his introduction to the Second Post-Impressionist 

catalogue. Fry advocated 'pure form' and 'cutting off the practical responses to 

sensations of ordinary life', whereby 'the logical extreme of such a method would 

undoubtedly be the attempt to give up all resemblance to natural form, and to create a 

purely abstract language of form-a visual music'. 86 Though he wrote about 

abstraction in 1912, Fry, like Bell and Grant, had not been prepared to attempt 

abstraction in his paintings. Within a year of the Omega Workshops' inception Bell 

was prepared to broaden her ideas about painting to include abstraction. She no 

longer had to have a certain theme such as childbirth, a seaside outing, or a nursery 

tea, but rather accepted that paintings could be purely decorative, without relying on 

narrative or literal representation. 

Of the four completely abstract works by Bell to survive, two use papier colle 

and the other two gouache and oil on canvas. All of them date to 1914, though they 

were almost certainly produced a few months after the two still-lives using Maud in 

the background. It seems a natural progression after the near abstraction of Omega 

Flowers that Bell would attempt to combine basic shapes and colours in a painting 

without any particular object or theme guiding her. Abstract Composition and 

Abstract Painting are two of the first completely abstract works produced in England 

(fig. 7). Wyndham Lewis and David Bomberg had both experimented with 

abstracted paintings prior to 1914, but their works retained figurative allusions. 

Unlike Omega Flowers, where each patch of colour seems to occupy space on the 

86 Roger Fry, Catalogue to th e Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition, 1912, p. 26-27 . 
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same plane as the other colours, both abstract paintings appear to have overlapping 

colours and forms. Neither painting relies on a border to stabilise the 'floating' 

shapes, another influence of her decorative work in which abstract pattems do not 

depend upon frames or borders. Bell's abstract paintings are also much more simple 

and spare than her still-lives from this period. But while Bell was able to reach 

abstraction intellectually, after achieving a level of comfort and delight with 

abstraction due to her decorative work, she still had her doubts emotionally. 

Even before she had ventured into abstraction in painting, Bell questioned 

whether representation should be completely eliminated. Leonard Woolfhad written 

a draft of an atticle on form which he asked Bell to critique. Her reply outlines 

various important beliefs she held about art. 

The picture does convey the idea of form, of what you call secondary form I 
suppose, but not the idea of form associated with anything in life, but simply 
forms separated from life. As a matter of fact we do first feel emotion and then 
look at the picture, that is to say, look at it from the point of view of seeing its 
tertiary form-at least I do. The reason I think that artists paint life and not 
pattem is that certain qualities of life, what I call movement, mass, weight, 
have aesthetic value. 87 

Her statement that 'artists paint life and not pattem' reveals an important distinction 

she made about the fine and decorative atts. In her decorative role working with 

pattems was necessary and acceptable, but as an attist she felt that pattems would 

lose 'certain qualities of life' that have aesthetic value. The forms within a picture 

could be dissociated from 'anything in life', as in decoration; however other elements 

are present in painting that are not necessary for 'aesthetic value' in decoration. For 

Simon Watney, Bell's foray into abstraction ended because she could not reconcile 

decoration with fine mt. In his M.A. dissertation he concluded: 'it would appear that 

the suspension of the Fine A1ts versus Design opposition applied in only one 

direction for [Bell's] paintings, that of leading ideas for her painting into her 

87 Yanessa Bell to Leonard Woo if, 22 J an.191 3: KC C. 



decorative schemes, in contrast to Grant, who ... was able to disregard the problem 

altogether'. 88 Watney discounts the impact the decorative arts had on Bell's work. 

However, there can be no doubt after examining her work in the decorative arts 

chronologically and comparing it to her paintings that decoration changed the way 

she painted. Her experience dealing with purely fonnal design in the decorative arts 

led to her experiment with abstraction in the fine arts. Ultimately, Bell felt that 

complete abstraction in painting left an emotional void because it prohibited her from 

exhibiting 'certain qualities of life' that she felt were crucial to her work. 

Compounded by the deepening severity of the First World War and a public 

unreceptive to abstract art, Bell's experience with complete abstraction in painting 

ended. As Bell later explained, 'The hostility of the general public was real now, no 

longer a ridiculous and even stimulating joke, and the dreariness of the universal 

khaki seemed only too appropriate'. 89 

Abstract Designs Using Domestic Threads in Embroidery 

Paul Nash and Mary Hogarth, an embroiderer, commended the Omega 

Workshops for initiating the modem movement in textiles and embroidery and 

championed their designs through the 1920s. Hogatih worked for a number of 

artists, including atiists at the Omega Workshops, who sought her skills in executing 

their designs. In her informative article on 'Modern Embroidery' for Vogue in 

October 1923, she made a case for the consideration of embroidery as an ati on a par 

with any other medium. 

88 Simon Watney, 'Bloomsbury Abstraction 1913-1916 ', M.Phil dissertation, University of London, 
Courtauld Institute May 1977, (Chapter 3.6). 
89 Bell, SIP!, p. 112-113. 



If embroidery of an age is to be a living art, it must not be divorced from the 
artists. It is the expression of its own time as truly as is the music, the painting, 
and the sculpture. Artists are those who give expression to the thoughts and 
feelings of their generation in tem1s of aesthetics. In their work they keep in 
mind the essential qualities that ought to be contained in every work of art
namely, fmm, pattern (in which is included colour spaces), balance, rhythm and 
the sense of the limitations of the medium in which they work. In the case of 
embroidery, it is the limitation of a material made up of warp and weft 
threads. 90 

While most people considered only traditional designs for embroidery, Omega artists 

sought to create a modern aesthetic by reconsidering a time-honoured medium. 

Designing for the craft engaged their artistic skills but the artists also had to adjust to 

the different limitations of the medium. Instead of paint they had to imagine how 

colour would be applied through thread- each stitch would not necessarily count as 

one brush stroke. Omega artists were faced with another problem- very few of them 

actually knew how to embroider. Hence, the Omega artists recruited various women 

to execute their designs for them, and Bell, who had of course learned how to 

embroider at a young age, was also asked to utilise her skill. 

With embroidery, the Omega was fortunate to have many women who were 

able to execute the designs, because in the hands of a craftsperson unappreciative of 

modem impulses in art, the avant-garde and spontaneous quality of the designs 

would have been lost. Fry 'would much prefer to be able to give an idea to a man ... 

and get him to work out his own expression of it', but he felt that in most fields of 

the decorative arts the 'modem workman has not the same sensibility as the 

mediaeval workman had and simply carmot do it'. 91 With needlework Fry found 

that this was not the case. He believed that 'in many branches of design it would be 

wasteful to employ the designer in the actual execution, but in the case of wall 

90 Mary Hogarth, ' Modern Embroidery', Vogue, Late October 1923, p. 67. 
9 1 Anon., 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops', Drawing and Design, p. 76. 



painting and decorative sculpture the execution is the craft ofthe miist' .92 While Fry 

emphasised from the beginning how he did not wish to make his artists craftspeople, 

the embroidery designs benefited when an artist was also able to work a design on 

cloth, as Bell was able to do. In the same article, Hogarth discusses an important 

factor in the success and originality of the Omega' s designs. 

In this article we are concerned only with work which is new in its manner of 
expressing, aesthetically, what the present age is thinking, as told us by such 
men as Mr. Roger Fry, Mr. Duncan Grant, Mr. Wyndham Tyron, and others. 
These artists do not actually embroider their own designs, though Mr. Tyron 
has done so; the designs have been worked by others, and they gain something 
fr h 

. . ~ om t e1r mterpreters. 

The 'interpreters' of designs produced by male artists were, of course, women. To 

illustrate her point, Hogarth included photos of successful embroideries such as an 

abstract seat cover designed by Roger Fry and executed by Winifred Gill and a 

completely abstract firescreen designed by Duncan Grant and worked on by Dr 

Marie Moralt. The list of embroiderers and seamstresses at the Omega include 

women from a variety of backgrounds and classes. Winifred Gill, Kate Lechmere, 

the caretaker's wife Mrs Miles, the wealthy Lady Ottoline Morrell, and Dr Moralt, 

who was Bell's physician, all helped with the Omega Workshops' commissions. 

Grant's mother, Ethel Grant, was known to collaborate extensively with her son to 

execute his designs . Hogarth explained that 'embroidery is the art of strengthening 

and enriching a material', implying that the women ' strengthen' and ' enrich ' the 

designs through their interpretations on cloth. 94 

By working with new media, Bell became a more flexible miist who could 

vary her approach according to the medium with which she worked. She was aware 

of how thread, cloth, needles, types of stitches, and the direction in which the thread 

92 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops. Mr Roger Fry on Modern Design and Applied Art ', Drawing 
and Design, August 191 7, p. 76. 
93 Hogarth, ' Modern Embroidery ', Vogue, p.67. 
94 Ibid., p. 67. 



is sewn all contributed to needlepoint. Embroidery made her concentrate on creating 

distinctive forms to capture the eye using limited colours, uncomplicated stitches, 

and simple shapes. For, as Hogarth notes, artists must realise 'that needlecraft 

should not compete with nature or with painting-it should be strictly decoration' .95 

Bell's paintings from this time are expressive, simplified, and use bold areas of 

colour. Though used to discuss such pieces as the firescreen, Hogarth's description 

of successful embroideries could also be applied to Bell's paintings of the time such 

as Nursery Tea and Stud/and Beach. 

Colour is used in simple masses and the dyes are rich. These artists have used 
simple stitches in different directions, making them expressive of the form. 
They make their colour serve their pattern. Design, full and rich and calm, is 
their first consideration; the lines are graceful with rhythm running through all 
the work. 96 

All the qualities of well-crafted and designed embroidery can be applied to a 

successful painting. Yet, in embroidery, design takes precedence over everything 

else. While Bell knew the importance of fmm in art, she felt that there was a 

distinction between the forms in a painting and those in a design. She acknowledged 

that 'we do first feel emotion and then look at the picture, that is to say, look at it 

from the point of view of seeing its tertiary form-at least I do'. 97 But though she 

realised the importance of pattern and form, she felt that 'tertiary form', which 

conveyed emotion, was crucial in painting, though not necessary in decoration. 

As early as 1911, Bell was already working in conjunction with Grant to sew 

his designs on cloth surfaces. In a letter written to Sax on Sydney-Turner in August 

1911, Bell humorously describes herself embroidering a design by Duncan Grant, 

indicating that their collaboration in this field began long before the Omega 

95 Ibid. , p. 67. 
96 Ibid. , p. 67. 
97 Yanessa Bell to Leonard Woolf, 22 January (1913?): KCC, in response to an article he wrote. The 
article was either never published or has not been identified. 
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Workshops' inception. She writes in verse, perhaps, to amuse her recipient and to 

alleviate the boredom she often experienced when she had to stay at Cleeve House, 

Clive Bell's family home in Seend. 

My dear Saxon, 
... At any rate, night is made hideous at Seend. I There is nothing to tell you. 
I sit in the garden I And nothing is more mighty [?] than needles do harden I 
My fingers. I'm working on Duncan's design I For a chair that I fear will not 

b . b K ' 98 even e mme, ut eynes s. 

Even before the inception of the Omega Workshops, Bell would work painstakingly 

with needle and thread to execute the designs of her friends. Sewing and 

embroidering helped Bell pass the time at Seend while she was canying a child or 

sick in bed. At the same time, she was able to realise Grant's vision using thread and 

cloth. 

Though Bell held one of the highest positions at the Omega Workshops, she 

often took time out from her own work to execute the designs of her male 

counterparts. Sewing and embroidering one piece could take much longer to finish 

than a painting and the repetitive movements of the hands were physically taxing, 

since 'needles [did] harden' the fingers. Sometimes, Bell would painstakingly work 

with needlepoint for Fry only to find it was not suitable and then she would sorely 

regret the time she spent working on it. To Grant she complained, 'I am now rather 

cross because the design I did for silk Roger doesn't think will do and he wants to 

make it into something different himself ... so I have wasted a good deal of time, 

which is annoying' .99 In later years, Bell often gave as the reason she left the Omega 

the fact that it took a lot of time away from her painting. Perhaps she was also 

refening to those projects which were time intensive and which, frustratingly, were 

ultimately not used. But in the early days of the Omega, Bell persevered, ending her 

98 Vanessa Bell to Saxon Sydney-Turner, 20 August 1911. Bell, Letters, p. 106. 
99 Vanessa Bell to Duncan Grant, 14 January 1914. Bell, Letters. ed. Marler, p. 155-156. 
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letter to Grant with 'But I suppose he may be quite right and one must run the 

risks' .100 

In other cases, such as Bell's interpretation for a firescreen designed by 

Grant, the time she put in was well invested. During the early years of the Omega 

Workshops, Bell often wrote highly personal letters to Roger Fry, but also informed 

him of business matters. In September of 1913, Bell wrote to Fry about a screen she 

was sewing, refelTing, most probably, to Grant's design for a firescreen that Fry 

hoped to be able to display at the Ideal Home Exhibition in October. 

First business. The size of the screen is 34 in. x 31 in. I am going on working 
at it and getting much quicker but I think I certainly shan't have it done in time. 
Still I think it's quicker than cross-stitch and it's more amusing to do. 101 

While the letter describes the enjoyment Bell experienced sewing Grant's designs, it 

also shows how time-consuming some of the work she did for the Omega 

Workshops, by virtue of being one of the few artists who could sew there, must have 

been. 

At times, the artist's conception did not translate well in the hands of a 

craftsman who did not appreciate the principles behind it, but when the union was 

successful, the result was stunning. Paul Nash, in an article on 'Modern English 

Textiles' for the magazine Art Work in 1926, praised Bell's firescreen for its 

originality and for embodying the 'perfect malTiage of art and craft' .102 

.. .It is obvious today, if it was not so then, that the designers were not well 
enough served by the craftsmen, or at least the malTiage of art and craft was not 
always a successful one. There was, however, a piece of Omega work shown 
with the other textiles at the Independent Gallery in October, a panel designed 
by Duncan Grant and executed in silks by Vanessa Bell which, apart from the 
fact that it is a very beautiful and perfectly successful achievement, is 
interesting as representing the nucleus of that exhibition. This piece seems to 
have pointed the way to further development after the failure of the Omega to 

100 Vanessa Bell to Duncan Grant, 14 January1914. Ibid. 
101 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 18 September 1913: TATE. 
102 Nash,' Modern English Textiles ', Art Work, Jan-March 1926, p. 83 . 



stand up against the commercial competition of larger would-be artistic 
emporiums. 103 

Nash makes a crucial point about the quality of the Omega Workshops' products. 

The originality, sophisticated craftsmanship, and the understanding between artist 

and craftsperson all distinguished the Omega Workshops from the larger emporiums 

such as Liberty and Morris and Co. But such a distinction also indicates why the 

Omega floundered financially, since only the wealthy could afford designs that 

required so much time and effort. While the Omega's designs never reached the 

mass market, Nash points out in his article how items like the firescreen and textiles 

heralded, ten to fifteen years ahead of time, the popularity of art deco in England. 104 

The Omega inspired future artists and designers to use interior decoration to 

express the sentiment of modem times, drawing from previously overlooked sources 

and inventing new designs that had not been considered before. Unlike other 

designers of the time who relied on boiled-down Morris patterns, and reliable 1 i 11 

century French and 18111 century English designs, Omega artists were influenced by 

their travels, the French Post-Impressionists, and Oriental art. For example, Mary 

Hogmih connects Grant's firescreen design with a long tradition 'shown by the 

recent discoveries of Sir Arthur Evans in Crete of lilies and other motifs stylised [in] 

1500 years B.C. ', which are 'uncommonly like the lilies' on 'his panels as worked by 

Mrs Vanessa Bell and Lady Ottoline Morrell' .105 

Bell's and Monell's sewn firescreens are excellent examples of how the 

women who executed the pieces interpreted the artist's design. Duncan Grant 

produced two designs for the firescreen, a representational one with two birds and an 

abstract one without the birds, though both depict five flowers in an abstracted vase. 

103 Ibid. , p. 83 . 
104 Shone, AOB, p. 145 . 
105 Hogarth, 'Modern Embroidery' , Vogue, October 1923, p. 78 . 
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In September 1912, Lady Ottoline Monell asked Grant to provide her with a screen 

design for embroidery which she wanted to cany out in silk. Her version of the 

firescreen is undeniably beautiful and follows Grant's design exactly, down to the 

same range of colour, the striated lines on the background, and the complex web of 

lines that make up the flowers (fig. 8). Monell, more of a patron than an artist, 

wished simply to copy the design provided by Grant and though the result is 

stunning, it lacks the spontaneity of artistic interpretation. Grant's flowers still 

appear as flowers and the birds are the primary focus of the scene. Her only visible 

changes are in unifying fmiher the colour scheme so that the greens, pinks, and 

yellows all blend naturally with one another in a more traditionally coherent design 

than in Grant's painting where the colours contrast in a more striking way, 

suggestive of Post-Impressionist influence. 

While both Monell's and Bell's embroideries were exceptional for their time, 

Bell's interpretation, despite its more neutral use of colour, is the more radical of the 

two (fig. 9). Even in the 21 51 century, the design, colour scheme, and conception of 

Bell's firescreen are still striking, modem, and refreshing.106 Bell's interpretation of 

Grant's sketches and designs reveals her inventiveness and spontaneity, but also her 

dedication to his work. When Bell started working on the fire screen in late 1913, she 

must have seen Monell 's finished interpretation of Grant's design and responded to 

it. Bell, not surprisingly, chose to execute the more abstract version of Grant's 

design. Bell stays true to Grant's overall design, but she adds touches that are her 

own. Hogarth noted that the more successful, modem designs 'brush aside, as 

inelevant, all minor facts, and they go straight to something big and elemental' as 

106 When viewed on 16 May 2001 , the fire screen appeared in good condition and the colours in 
harmony with one another. Close-up, the black areas of the firescreen are sewn using a braided stitch 
while the other areas of colour use a straight stitch. Because the threads are silk, some areas of colour 
appear quite shiny, specifically the grey and light brown areas, causing a well-conh·asting matte/shine 
effect and even more variety of texture . 
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Grant and Bell do for this particular piece. 107 In Bell's embroidery, the five flowers 

are made more unifmm and the vase even more abstracted. The image is stabilised 

by a series of interconnected bold black lines, but the coloured fmms also seem to 

float on the cloth surface. The criss-cross lines on the flowers in Grant's design and 

the flat pattern on Monell' s embroidery are transformed by Bell into tiny triangular 

wedges that vary in hue to show dimensionality on the flower buds. The 

appropriateness of using needlework for this particular design is obvious, especially 

in the diagonals on the buds where, by using one to two centimetre stitches in 

varying directions, the flowers are given texture and the eye is encouraged to follow 

the patterns formed by the stitches. Grant did not colour in the flowers in his design, 

allowing the colour of the paper he painted on to stand for the flowers. Bell uses the 

same colours for her flowers but chooses a different colour scheme for the 

background. Against the neutral background, the flowers pop out slightly whereas in 

Grant's design the flowers recede against the boldly coloured background. Bell's 

interpretation deepens the expressive qualities of the forms of the flowers and 

simplifies additional details to draw attention to the forms themselves. 

The image used for the firescreen was so successful that Grant hand-painted 

his design on silk cloth, which Bell then used to sew into a dress (fig. 4). Though 

Bell did not begin making dresses for the Omega until1915, she was able to draw 

from earlier Omega designs for the fabrics she used. In the picture taken in 1916, 

Nina Hamnett models the Omega dress along with Winifred Gill who models a less 

radical outfit. Behind Gill sits Grant's painted firescreen of the same design that 

inspired Hamnett's dress. For the dress, Grant emphasises the wedge shaped pattern 

for the lilies that Bell had employed earlier for her embroidery. Such work shows 

107 Hogarth, 'Modern Embroidery ' , p. 67. 
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the collaborative atmosphere at the Omega Workshops during its early years. Grant 

and Bell, most of all , worked together to plan out designs and adapt successful 

designs on different surfaces. The 'firescreen' dress is definitely whimsical, but the 

overwhelming print and folds ofthe dress disrupt the unity of the design, which 

works best on a flat surface. By comparison, Bell's embroidered firescreen allows 

the bold design to shock, but soothes the viewer with its sense of order, colours, and 

tasteful needlework. 

One other original contribution Bell made when sewing the firescreen was to 

add a striped border of altemating colours to frame the design. The border is made to 

look like a wooden frame but is in fact embroidered as well. The black lines on the 

'frame' reinforce the bold lines that outline the forms within the picture, while the 

remaining colours on the border emphasise the tan and grey pattems that abound 

within the frame. Since the border does not appear in any of Grant's designs, it may 

be assumed that Bell invented it. The kind of border Bell used for the firescreen 

appears in an adapted form elsewhere. An examination of some of Bell's later work, 

in particular her design for Lady Hamilton's entrance at 1 Hyde Park Gate shows 

how her work on the firescreen prompted her hall design which still exists in its 

original location (fig. 1 0). 

In the Spring of 1914, a few months after Bell had finished working on the 

firescreen, she was asked to help design the home of Lady Hamilton, the aristocratic 

wife of General Sir Ian Hamilton. Her design for a stained glass window was tumed 

into a mosaic for the floor of the entrance hall instead, because Fry's design for the 

window was deemed more successful. Bell was also responsible for designing the 

staircase in the entrance hall. The installation of the mosaic and steps were 

contracted out to professional builders. Photos of the entrance hall show remarkable 
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similarities between Bell's work for the firescreen and her design for Lady Hamilton. 

The mosaic is completely abstract, yet the four circles bear a resemblance to the lilies 

Bell produced on the firescreen. The shape of the vase that appeared on the 

firescreen has been totally dismantled, leaving the mosaic with several different 

shapes that link the circles together through a network ofbold lines. Instead of the 

rectangular shape of the firescreen, Bell employed a large circle to echo the shapes of 

the circles within the mosaic. The steps are made to echo the style of the mosaic and 

most likely its colours as well. 

The Omega Workshops continually reused successful designs in a variety of 

contexts. Certain designs by Bell show similarities to other items that she or her 

colleagues at the Omega were working on. Grant's firescreen would eventually 

influence Bell's mosaic for Lady Hamilton's entrance hall. The similarities between 

the sewn border of the firescreen and the alternating pattern of the steps cannot be a 

coincidence. To Richard Cork 'the surviving thin mosaic strips Bell added to the 

edges of the steps convey a similar spirit of irreverence' that acts as a companion to 

the whimsical mosaic which counteract the solemnity of the imposing home. 108 

Despite the discreet colours used in Bell's entrance hall, the 'vivacity' of the mosaic 

and the steps' 'broken rhythms threaten to fragment the staircase completely, 

baffling the eye so completely that the stmcture of the steps becomes confused'. But 

considering how Bell used a similar teclmique in her firescreen, perhaps the stairs 

were meant not so much as to confuse the eyes, as to act as a complement to the 

. ' . ' 109 mosmc centerp1ece . 

108 Cork, Art Beyond th e Gal!eJy, p. 157. 
109 Ibid. , p. 157. 



Abstract Designs on the Floor 

To complement the mosaic and stairs in Lady Hamilton's entrance hall, Bell 

designed four matching rugs using a similar limited colour scheme. Her design for 

the rugs retains the spontaneity, playfulness, and inventiveness that show the ease 

with which she tackled a new project in a medium she had not handled before. Bell 

displayed great flexibility when decorating by being able to visualise decor for a 

variety of surfaces such as walls, ceilings, and floors. When she created her Omega 

Nursery, she decorated the ceiling because she knew that babies spend most of their 

time lying on their backs and staring upwards. When designing rugs, she also drew 

on her past experience with children, considering they had to be amused while 

crawling on the floor. 

I shall take refuge in painting some beasts for a 'crawler' for Julian. They 
will be cut out in red twill and sewn onto a white ground by Dorothy. The 
effect will be hideous I think, but Dorothy has so often asked me to do it that 
I feel I must, and perhaps a wombat likes such things to crawl on. Does it? 110 

Her rug for Lady Hamilton may not contain the beasts she created for Julian's 

crawler, but she approached its design whimsically, although it catered to an adult 

sophistication as well. An important element in the rugs is the bold black lines that 

run throughout their design which echo the black lines on the stairs and mosaic 

designed by Bell. In all her designs, Bell drew inspiration from a variety of sources 

including her own earlier work. 

Her painting Summer Camp inspired her Painted Omega Screen, which in 

tum influenced her design for Lady Hamilton's rugs (figs. 11 -13). Encouraged by 

her successful design for the screen, Bell employed a similar colour scheme for her 

rug. The colours used on the screen, the brownish reds, yellows, and greens are even 

more simplified for the rug. The radical green figures along with the stylised curved 

11 0 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 21 August 1908: BERG. 
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foliage present on the screen have been omitted from her rug design; however, basic 

forms such as the alternating patches of yellow and green behind the tent are 

retained. 111 Designs for the rug reveal that Bell approached the design in three patis, 

perhaps another influence of the Painted Omega Screen, which was divided into four 

sections. Despite the varying media, Bell was able to use and adapt ideas for designs 

according to what she felt the designs should contain. A screen with figurative 

elements such as swaying heads conveys serenity, while the rug does not use 

figurative allusions, yet conveys dynamism absent from the figurative scenes. The 

rug's vitality and energy are provided by the bold lines, which leap out from the 

background but also unify the three divided areas of the work. Richard Cork's 

analysis of Bell's fabric and rug designs suggests that she was more willing to take 

bigger risks with her decorative work than with her painting. But he seems to 

discount that her more figurative work did have an influence on her more ovetily 

modernist designs. 

Even Vanessa Bell, who was not temperamentally inclined to go beyond the 
Matisse-like simplification of her huge [Painted Omega Screen}, tried her 
hand at non-representational designs. When it came to relatively functional 
activity like making rough studies for carpets, she happily employed the 
language of the latest Cubist developments and produced work as 

. . h D . fi 0 D b . 112 uncompromtsmg as t e eszgn or an mega r a ne. 

Cork's judgment on Bell's designs overlooks the steps she went through to go from 

representation to abstraction. Indeed, Bell felt freer to experiment with abstraction 

with her fabrics and rugs. However, Bell also underwent various steps and intense 

deliberation to get from the representational painting Summer Camp towards a more 

simplified version for her Painted Omega Screen which in turn influenced her rug 

designs for Lady Hamilton. 

111 Shone, AOB. p. 170. 
11 2 Richard Cork, Vorticism and Abstract Art in the First Machine Age: Vo l. 1 & 2, London: Gordon 
Fraser Gallery, 1976, p. 89. 
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Spontaneity and freedom of design were the p1imary motivators for the 

Omega Workshops designs. Bell's rugs are interesting for their contradictions- they 

are labour intensive, hand-knotted mgs but at the same time they display the 

exuberance and immediacy of a great abstract painting. To produce earlier designs 

for other rugs, the Omega had had to use a French firm, more willing to manufacture 

designs that were not conventional and provided an element of surprise. English mg 

manufacturers, such as Royal Wilton, rejected the production of Omega designs, 

deeming them too radical and impractical. Winifred Gill later recalled to Duncan 

Grant, 'do you remember what trouble Roger had in getting our carpeting made up? 

The big English firms refused to touch them. One said he would not insult his 

workmen by asking them to carry out such ridiculous designs' .11 3 Finally, Royal 

Wilton agreed to produce Bell's mgs for Lady Hamilton together with extra pieces in 

different colour schemes for Bell to add to the Omega Lounge showroom at the 

Allied Artists ' Salon in Holland Park Hall in 1914. The resulting mgs are a mixture 

of raw, handmade qualities and striking modernity. Though Henri Gaudier-Brzeska 

felt that the Omega's room at the salon was too cluttered and pretty in some respects, 

one of the items in the room that avoided his criticism was Bell's mg of which he 

said ' I admire the black and white carpet' . 114 

Even after the Allied Artists' exhibition, Bell's rug continued to act as a 

symbol of a successful Omega design. Showing a picture of the rug at the Allied 

Artist's Salon of 1914, a reporter writing for Drawing and Design magazine in 1917 

wished to convince his readers ofthe merits of an Omega rug by comparing it to 

other rugs produced by more commercial merchants. 

11 3 Winifred Gill to Duncan Grant in 1966, quoted in Gillian Naylor, Bloomsbllly, Th e Artists, 
Authors, and Designers by Themselves, London: Amazon Publishing. 1990, p. 136. 
11 4 Cork, Art Beyond the Gal!eiJI, p. 158 . 
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Next I examined some carpets. The colouring is excellent, and all the more 
welcome after seeing some awful specimens in Tottenham Court Road, of 
weird pink and blue roses on a raw green ground, with ribbons flying all over. 
The Omega carpets are both hand and loom woven, in various designs and 
sizes. The one shown here is a very fair example of the decided colour spacing 
which characterizes them. 115 

The reporter cleverly describes the merits ofBell's mg by distinguishing it from the 

abundantly floral, artificial, and gaudy mgs displayed behind the windows of stores 

like Heal's or Maples on Tottenham Court Road. Bell's spaces of colour attracted 

the reporter's attention because, unlike most carpets and mgs, with a steady, repeated 

pattern perhaps edged with a decorative border, she refused to adhere to more 

traditional aspects of mg design. She chose instead to make none of the sections 

identical but, at the same time, to prevent disorder by using the same colours and 

slashing diagonal black lines in each section. To the same reporter, Roger Fry 

explained what the fi1m hoped to achieve with their designs using Bell's rug as an 

example. 

The history of art shows that carpets and rugs have played an important part. 
They have at various times been the vehicle for the most serious and noble 
effects of design. Only in modem times have they been regarded as purely 
commercial objects. We have paid much attention to the possibilities of 
modem design and colour, and, in spite ofthe novel and artistic quality of the 
designs, our prices are no higher than those of similar fabrics made in the usual 
trade manner! 116 

The mgs continued to exemplify what Fry hoped to achieve when he fom1ed the 

workshops: quality designs at competitive prices, which exuded modem artistic 

values without resorting to traditional decorative cliches. 

Clearly, Bell underwent an extensive thought process that led her from 

figurative painting to abstract design. Bell's work on the rug highlights how, during 

her early years with the Omega workshops, she worked with a certain theme which 

she transfened and adapted to fit with the painting or decoration she was working on. 

115 Anon., 'A Visit to the Omega Workshops' , Drmvingand Design, p. 77. 
116 Ibid. , p. 77. 
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Not only did that allow Bell to focus on a limited number of designs in her works, 

but it also allowed her to tackle impmiant issues concerning how to design 

appropriately for the item with which she was dealing. At times, abstraction suited a 

surface far more than a figurative image could. Tracing the history of the rug's 

design, one can see that Bell was inspired by her painting of Summer Camp, which 

she simplified for her Painted Omega Screen and then completely abstracted for her 

rug design. At the same time, Bell knew that despite having a completely abstract 

image, several unifying elements needed to remain and so she emphasised the 

diagonal black lines that had figured less prominently in her earlier work. Features 

of the rug design are echoed in Bell's design for a fabric that the Omega Workshops 

never printed. Many fabric designs were not produced partly because of the expense 

involved in putting new designs into production (rather than using existing designs in 

different colour variations) and partly because the war stemmed textile production. 117 

After the Omega 

Long after the Omega Workshops had disbanded its innovations remained 

influential upon British interior decoration, especially by restoring credibility and 

integrity to English textile design. The kind of textiles Roger Fry had criticised 

originally still existed, but a new wave of artists who were interested in applying 

miistic standards to the design of textiles arose. The influence ofthe Omega 

Workshops on Eileen Hunter's successful textile fitm, for example, is apparent. 

Hunter' s Trees , printed in 1933 using the technique of applying hand-block prints on 

rayon and velvet is reminiscent of Omega textiles in the way it abstracts organic 

fmm and emphasises a simple pattern. 

11 7 Shone, AOB, p. 170. 
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65 



Not only did that allow Bell to focus on a limited number of designs in her works, 

but it also allowed her to tackle important issues conceming how to design 

appropriately for the item with which she was dealing. At times, abstraction suited a 

surface far more than a figurative image could. Tracing the history of the rug's 

design, one can see that Bell was inspired by her painting of Summer Camp, which 

she simplified for her Painted Omega Screen and then completely abstracted for her 

rug design. At the same time, Bell knew that despite having a completely abstract 

image, several unifying elements needed to remain and so she emphasised the 

diagonal black lines that had figured less prominently in her earlier work. Features 

of the rug design are echoed in Bell's design for a fabric that the Omega Workshops 

never printed. Many fabric designs were not produced partly because of the expense 

involved in putting new designs into production (rather than using existing designs in 

different colour variations) and partly because the war stemmed textile production. 117 

After the Omega 

Long after the Omega Workshops had disbanded its innovations remained 

influential upon British interior decoration, especially by restoring credibility and 

integrity to English textile design. The kind of textiles Roger Fry had criticised 

originally still existed, but a new wave of artists who were interested in applying 

artistic standards to the design of textiles arose. The influence ofthe Omega 

Workshops on Eileen Hunter's successful textile firm, for example, is apparent. 

Hunter's Trees, printed in 1933 using the technique of applying hand-block p1ints on 

rayon and velvet is reminiscent of Omega textiles in the way it abstracts organic 

fom1 and emphasises a simple pattem. 

11 7 Shone, AOB, p. 170. 

65 



Not only did that allow Bell to focus on a limited number of designs in her works, 

but it also allowed her to tackle important issues concerning how to design 

appropriately for the item with which she was dealing. At times, abstraction suited a 

surface far more than a figurative image could. Tracing the history of the rug's 

design, one can see that Bell was inspired by her painting of Summer Camp, which 

she simplified for her Painted Omega Screen and then completely abstracted for her 

rug design. At the same time, Bell knew that despite having a completely abstract 

image, several unifying elements needed to remain and so she emphasised the 

diagonal black lines that had figured less prominently in her earlier work. Features 

of the rug design are echoed in Bell's design for a fabric that the Omega Workshops 

never printed. Many fabric designs were not produced partly because of the expense 

involved in putting new designs into production (rather than using existing designs in 

different colour variations) and partly because the war stemmed textile production. 117 

After the Omega 

Long after the Omega Workshops had disbanded its innovations remained 

influential upon British interior decoration, especially by restoring credibility and 

integrity to English textile design. The kind of textiles Roger Fry had criticised 

originally still existed, but a new wave of artists who were interested in applying 

miistic standards to the design of textiles arose. The influence of the Omega 

Workshops on Eileen Hunter's successful textile fi1m, for example, is apparent. 

Hunter's Trees, printed in 1933 using the teclmique of applying hand-block prints on 

rayon and velvet is reminiscent of Omega textiles in the way it abstracts organic 

form and emphasises a simple pattern. 

11 7 Shone, AOB, p. 170. 

65 



Allan Walton, along with Paul Nash, was interested in getting artists to 

design fabrics; both were influenced by the principles of decoration established by 

Omega Workshops. Nash's paper pattem designed for the Cmwen Press draws 

inspiration from textile designs by Bell with its references to cubist wedges, 

abstracted patterns, and various types of hatching. Bell and Grant were among the 

artists who were asked by Walton to design fabrics for his company. Walton had 

trained as an artist, worked as an interior decorator, and had experience with fabric 

through his family's bleach and dye works. Walton sold his fabrics at the Cooling 

Galleries, his own shop, and at Fortnum and Mason, blending the world of interior 

design, art, and commerce. The designs for textiles Bell made for W alton in the 

1930s differed from those she had made for the Omega. Her pattems were often on 

a much larger scale and more representational than her earlier work, though she 

retained an exuberant use of colours and a loose handling of her brush. Birds, leaves, 

flowers, and clouds replace the distinctively modem, pure, abstract forms. 118 One 

cotton fabric by Bell for Allan Walton consists of a lampshade illuminating a vase 

with flowers in a whimsical, colourful, though slightly overcrowded pattern. Bell had 

also become more representational in her painting at this point in her career. 

However, from time to time, she still made use of abstraction. For one textile 

entitled Abstract, she combines circles, cross hatching, and lines in a design that 

recalls the simplicity of White. 

Despite the successes of various textile firms in establishing 'Our Modernist 

Line', the tenn N ash used to describe fabrics by modem designers, retaining 'the 

spontaneity of the original drawing' of the artist in the final product remained a 

11 8 Anscombe, p. 133 . 



problem. 119 Without an artistic sensibility, manufacturers or craftspeople could 

destroy the artistic qualities of a design. N ash noted that the mingling of the 

'independent artist' who 'is regarded as an amateur by the "Trade'" and the reluctant 

manufacturers who were rarely ' competent to execute original work' produced 

uneven results and even 'unhappy travesties of a modem idiom' in the 1930s. 120 

Like the Omega Workshops, Bell's second venture into commercial textile design 

was harmed by war, this time when the Second World War forced Walton's business 

to close. 

Several abstract designs by Bell now exist only as sketches. Bell's bold 

abstract design of 1913-1914 is an example of how her work continues to inspire 

craftspeople and artists today. Recently, Melinda Coss, a knitwear designer, 

undertook a project to compile a collection of the embroideries designed by Bell, Fry 

and Grant. She chose to make up Bell's design after seeing it at the Courtauld 

Institute. 121 Most items Coss embroidered for her project she reproduced from faded 

and deteriorated embroideries at Charleston, yet she executed Bell's design for a rug 

because its colours and design struck her. Bell's design still looks up-to-date, even 

eighty years later when realised by Coss. 

A Theme of Working with Thread 

Angelica Gamett's vivid recollection of her mother describes the power Bell 

exuded. Her mother 'sat and sewed or painted or listened; she was always sitting ... 

Even if she said little, there emanated from her an enormous power, a pungency like 

119 Roger Fry, Catalogue to Omega Workshops, London 1915, displayed at the Victoria & Albert 
Museum. 
120 Paul Nash, 'Modem English Textiles II' , The Listener, 15 June 1932, p. 868. 
12 1 Melinda Coss, Bloomsbwy Needlepoint, With Charts of Designs by Duncan Grant, Vanessa Bell, 
and Roger F1y, London 1992, p. 106. Coss felt ' the remarkable choice of colours must make it one 
ofVanessa Bell ' s finest works, and as such [she] felt it should be recreated as a rug and included in ' 
her collection. 
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the smell of crushed sage'. 122 By combining all three actions of painting, listening 

and sewing, the implication is that Bell was always creating and communicating even 

while she sat silently in a domestic setting. Woolf would recall that one of the most 

vivid images ofher sister would be when 'Vanessa sat silent and did something 

mysterious with her needle or her scissors'. 123 This would be an image that Woolf 

would retain and use for descriptions of some of her most famous characters 

including Mrs Ramsay in To the Lighthouse. For Bell, depicting women at work 

with needle and thread was a lifelong fascination. There exist various images from 

as early as 1911 to as late as the 1950s that offer her meditations on this particular 

theme. 

The most famous ofBell's paintings of women sewing is her portrait of 

Virginia Woolf, 1911-1912 (fig. 14). Woolfs features are barely discernible, yet 

everyone who knew Woolf and saw the painting knew it was of her. The allusions to 

work and artistic production are indicated by the involvement of her hands. Either 

crocheting or sewing, Woolf is intent on her work and contemplative. In this 

intimate portrait, the artist shares the experience of artistic creation with the sitter, 

though both work with different media. Bell provided many of the designs Woolf 

worked on. Needlework was a link between the sisters and between artistry and 

craft. As in their youth, when Bell and Woolfworked in the same room writing and 

painting at Hyde Park Gate, their close interaction is exhibited in this painting. 

While Bell paints Woolf, Woolf creates through needle and thread, a substitute from 

her usual pen and paper. At the time the portrait was painted Woolfwas writing her 

first novel, The Voyage Out, published in 1915. 

122 Pamela Todd, Bloo111sbwy at Ho111e, London 1999, p. 58 . Quoted from an interview with Angelica 

Garnett. 
123 Virginia Woolfdescribing her and Bell's life in 1908 in a paper read to the Memoir club in 1922; 
quoted in Lis a Tickner, 'The Left-Handed Marriage ', Sign(ficant Others: Creativity and fnti111ate 
Partnership , edited by Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron. London 1996. p. 72. 
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The mystery, creativity, and meditative qualities involved in sewing 

interested Bell as much as it did Woolf. Mrs Ramsay, a central character who is 

based on the Stephen sisters' mother, Julia Stephen, constantly works on a stocking 

she is knitting for the lighthouse keeper's son in To the Lighthouse. Other characters 

in the book consider the image ofMrs Ramsay 'flashing her needles' as reassurance 

of her domestic role as a supreme mother and wife. 124 Scenes of her knitting alone 

are some of the most poignant in the book. When Mrs Ramsay is knitting alone she 

meditates on serious questions about life. 

She could be herself, by herself. And that was what now she often felt the need 
of- to think; well, not even to think. To be silent; to be alone. All the being 
and the doing, expansive, glittering, vocal and evaporated; and one shrunk, 
with a sense of solemnity, to being oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness, 
something invisible to others. Although she continued to knit, and sat upright, 
it was thus that she felt herself; and this self having shed its attachments was 
free for the strangest adventures. 125 

She does not finish the stocking before her death, though its completion, along with 

reaching the lighthouse and finishing Lily Briscoe ' s painting, are among the goals set 

f01ih at the beginning of the novel. The idea of doing something mysterious with her 

needle intrigues Bell as her meditations on the theme suggest. The silence and the 

act of creation are unified in her paintings in a manner that echoes Woolfs passages 

on a similar theme. The link between knitting and Mrs Ramsay's character strongly 

suggests the importance of needlework being passed along the ages and being an 

miistic outlet. Though Bell does not say so explicitly, Woolf strongly suggests it. 

Between 1912 and 1915, Bell also produced several images ofMolly 

MacCmihy, Desmond MacCarthy's wife and a writer-friend of the Bells. Bell 

created various paintings ofMacCarthy doing needlework. In many of them, as in 

the portrait of Woolf, the sitter casts her eyes cast downwards, her hands united in 

124 Virginia Wool( To th e Lighthouse, London: Penguin Books, 1996, p. 60. 
125 Ibid. , p. 95. 
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small clusters, and the central focus is on the act of sewing. The emphasis is as much 

on the sitter as it is on her needlework. Despite MacCarthy's extramarital 

relationship with Clive Bell, the miist and MacCarthy had a close friendship. 

MacCarthy was always willing to sit for Bell's paintings and she often did so while 

knitting to pass the time. Bell's Portrait of Molly MacCarthy of 1914-15 honours 

domesticity and combines it with the new artistic styles of collage and cubism (fig. 

15). The engrossed tilt of the featureless head indicates the artisan's focus on her 

craft. The distinctly feminine world of needle and thread has been elevated into the 

world of art. If not for the indication of two hands, the cloth and the sitter would 

merge together as one. 

A sense of continuity emerges from Woolfs novels and Bell's images of 

women and needlework. Woolf pays tribute to her mother by describing her at work 

with needles and yam, while Bell paints women's intimate moments when they are 

sewing. Bell passed on her love of craft-making, particularly in the realm of 

needlework and fabric, to her children and grandchildren as well. One of Angelica 

Gamett's vivid recollections of her mother was that when Bell sewed 'she resembled 

the Goddess of the Earth eternally reproducing the symbol of creation', while 'her 

steel needles moved slowly in and out, exploring their way through every stitch' .126 

The Weaver, painted in 1937, hangs in Charleston and depicts Gamett at work on a 

loom. Having tried a number of different professions, Gamett was at one point a 

professional weaver. Despite the stylistic changes that occur in Bell's art, the 

characteristic tilt of the head, the focus on the forms of the two hands, and the 

serenity emanating from her pictures of women at work are constants. One of her 

later pictures on a similar subject, Girls Doing Needlework, from the 1950s, suggests 

126 
Angelica Garnett, Deceived by Kindn ess, a Bloomsb1ny Childhood, p. 167. 



small clusters, and the central focus is on the act of sewing. The emphasis is as much 
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world of art. If not for the indication of two hands, the cloth and the sitter would 

merge together as one. 

A sense of continuity emerges from Woolfs novels and Bell's images of 

women and needlework. Woolf pays tribute to her mother by describing her at work 

with needles and yam, while Bell paints women's intimate moments when they are 

sewing. Bell passed on her love of craft-making, particularly in the realm of 

needlework and fabric, to her children and grandchildren as well. One of Angelica 

Gamett's vivid recollections of her mother was that when Bell sewed 'she resembled 

the Goddess of the Earth eternally reproducing the symbol of creation', while 'her 

steel needles moved slowly in and out, exploring their way through every stitch' .126 

The Weaver, painted in 193 7, hangs in Charleston and depicts Gamett at work on a 

loom. Having tried a number of different professions, Gamett was at one point a 

professional weaver. Despite the stylistic changes that occur in Bell's ati, the 
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126 Angelica Gm·nett, Deceived by Kindn ess, a Bloomsb111y Childhood, p. 167. 
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a tradition of work with needle and thread. The two girls, most likely Garnett's twins 

whom Bell often painted in the 1950s, concentrate attentively on their work despite 

their young age. The same tilt of the head, ambiguous features, and focused diligence 

resemble Bell's other portraits involving needlework. The image of Garnett' s twins 

recalls the private nucleus formed much earlier between the sisters, Woolf and Bell, 

who had developed their separate artistic identities yet examined similar threads of 

domesticity. In Woolfs words, the sisters maintained 'a very close conspiracy' all 

through their lives. 127 Through painting the young children in this manner, Bell 

bequeathed a legacy involving art and needlework to her successors. What is 

inherent in these paintings is the wish to ennoble the craft that has been relegated to 

women and to assert that work of this kind is artistic production. It seems more than 

fitting that Cressida Bell, Quentin and Anne Bell's daughter, works as a successful 

textile designer, following in her grandmother's footsteps. 

Domestic Threads in the A vant-Garde 

One of the arguments against Bloomsbury being regarded as avant-garde has 

always been the contention that its artists diluted or ignored modem artistic 

movements of the time such as futurism and cubism. In her designs, Bell was well 

aware of modem movements in art, particularly cubism, but because she practised 

within a domestic setting her contributions have been dismissed as insipid and 

unimportant. As further evidence of Bloomsbury's atiistic weakness, critics have 

called attention to the cult of domesticity which Bloomsbury atiists display in their 

paintings. Yet it is precisely through her attention to domestic culture and the 

decoration of the home that Bell should be considered avant-garde. Contrary to most 

127 Woolf, MOB, p.l44. 

71 



of the avant-garde, Bell believed that the home was a crucial area where change and 

artistic renewal could occur and which, in tum, would liberate its occupants. Her 

decorations for the home stand in contrast to traditional, commercially popular, and 

diluted designs at the time. Her textiles were particularly suited for mass production, 

which allowed her to spread her art to a wider audience and infiltrate everyday lives 

much more than she could with her work in the fine arts. While artists such as 

Wyndham Lewis have been considered avant-garde because of their disregard for 

domesticity and their affinity with politics, masculinity, war, and the modem city, 

Bell's contribution to the modem movement by means of the decorative arts has been 

neglected. Reaching a point of total abstraction before other British artists did, Bell's 

work in the decorative arts actually enabled her to arrive at a form of painting devoid 

of a narrative or theme. Furthermore, attention has been drawn in this chapter to the 

subject of needlework in Bell's painting, indicating that her paintings can be 'read' 

as a tribute to needlework as both art and craft as in Woolfs To the Lighthouse. 

Through Bell's reinvention of needlework, she ennobled the home and woman's 

work within it. And she believed that even the most traditional means, such as 

needle and thread, could be reinvented and reassessed to contribute to this change. 

By working with domestic threads and employing abstract designs, Bell succeeded in 

continuing and renewing feminine art forms, infiltrating everyday life with the avant

garde. 
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Chapter 2 

Artistic Awakening through Marriage and 
Maternity 

Making Her Own Rules 

Painting is rather impossible in family life. One always seems to get interrupted. 128 

In the 191 Os, Bell came into her own as an artist and as a woman. This 

chapter of the dissertation chronicles and assesses her achievements in art by 

analysing her response to the dual responsibilities of maternity and marriage. 

Maniage, both in terms of its inspiration and limitations, and maternity, both in 

terms of life's creation and loss, were the two most important influences on her work 

in the fine arts. Maniage and maternity were essential rites of passage for a woman 

in Bell's time, but she refused to live by society's rules for them. Along with 

maniage and maternity came a natural affirmation of femininity that is present in her 

work, but Bell ' s femininity is not the same as that praised by male artists who 

focused on a woman's sexuality, beauty, or her charms as a mother. Bell's emotional 

response to maniage and maternity, as seen through her art, reveals how strongly she 

identified with and felt reaffirmation from womanhood. 

To Margery Snowdon, her closest childhood friend, Bell explained 'I should 

be quite happy living with anyone whom I didn't dislike ... ifl could paint and lead 

the kind of life I like'. 129 Bell would live by this statement all her life. Her choices 

for companionship, love, and security led to several strong bonds and relationships, 

but these aspects of malTiage were not all supplied by her husband, Clive. Her 

128 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 17 August (1933): TATE. 
129 Vanessa Bell to Margery Snowden, Sunday (1 3 August 1905): TATE. 
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ability to seek out what she needed emotionally, intellectually, and sexually from a 

variety of people allowed her to live the kind of life she needed in order to paint. 

Several achievements occuned in the 191 Os; Bell was painting her most 

innovative works during the period of her life when so much was happening 

domestically. At the advent ofthe First World War, Bell fought her own battle at 

home- to keep both her atiistic independence and her loved ones protected. As 

battles raged throughout Europe, Bell raised three young children, reconciled the 

various men in her life to peaceful co-existence, helped care for Virginia during her 

intense bouts of depression, and managed dual households in London and 

Charleston. 

On the artistic front, she was exhibited constantly: with the London and 

Grafton groups, at the Second Post-hnpressionist exhibition, and independently as 

well. Meanwhile, she continued her work with the Friday Club, an artistic group she 

established in 1905. 130 Bell was painting at a time when the relationship between 

men and women and their roles in society were changing dramatically. Male artists 

sometimes used their medium to mock female causes, an example being Eric Gill, 

whose sculpture Votes for Women ridiculed the suffragette movement. Bell was 

strongly aware of this artistic climate and sought to establish her own distinctive 

style without relinquishing her values and her sense of being a woman. Modem 

painters would mock her domestic scenes as saccharine and sentimental, while the 

traditionalists would be dismissive of the style with which she was painting 

domesticity. In a way, she benefited by having neither side claim her as one of their 

own because it allowed her to forge her own path regardless of other movements. 

130 The Friday Club ' s first meeting was held at her home on 13 October 1905 and held annual 
exhibitions in London until WWI. 
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During this period, she broadly expanded her art, leaming from movements to 

which she responded strongly and rejecting those that she felt were less impmiant. 

She was encouraged by the work of the Post-Impressionists as well as Matisse and 

Picasso whom she was able to meet during her frequent visits to Paris. 

Simultaneously, she was taking her domestic decorative skills to a commercial level 

as eo-director of the Omega Workshops. To the outside world, she appeared to 

negotiate the various facets of her domestic and artistic worlds with ease, but in 

reality her achievements were hard won. She made deliberate and thoughtful choices 

in order to arrange her life so that she could succeed on both fronts- artistic and 

domestic-and later in her life she would make even greater sacrifices. She battled a 

flurry of emotions ranging from frustration to depression. She rejoiced in the births 

ofher children but also suffered a debilitating miscarriage. She struggled with artistic 

impotence along with her successes. To her most intimate confidants, Roger Fry and 

Virginia Woolf, she admitted doubt about her art and whether it was worthwhile, but 

she never revealed the same insecurities about her domestic life. In the 191 Os, she 

channelled her uncertainty over her painting in adventurous and groundbreaking 

ways, aided and inspired by her growing confidence at home. 

Escape Through Marriage 

Nessa is here, and we talk- when her husband is gone for a walk alone and 
that is seldom- of art and life, marriage and motherhood, and she always 
comes back to it-being the richest and ripest old creature under the sun
that Art is the only thing; the lasting thing, though the others are splendid. It 
is an agony though, but the mercy is to suffer and seethe, and not live as 
the- I wont use proper names again as you will tweak my tail for it- the 
animals do .. .. Nessa is very well and beautiful and happy as some rich 
flower drawing nourishment tranquilly all day long. It is a game of mine to 
find figures for her; but they always perish before her. 131 

131 Virginia Woo if to Elinor Monsell (Mrs Bernard Darwin) , Sunday, (22 Sept 1907). Woo if, Letters, 
vol. I, p. 3 10. 
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Woolf's letter conveys some of the awe she felt towards her sister. To Woolf, 

Bell's personal achievements seemed to greatly outshine her own. In her letter to 

Elinor Monsell, Woolf suggests that Bell had reached the pinnacle of success, putting 

behind her the years of misery and doubt about her future and her ati. For Woolfto 

mention that despite the fulfilment of marriage and motherhood, Bell still considered 

art the most important thing of all indicates that a new ideal was sought by the 

sisters-one where the freedom to explore and pursue their art creatively was placed 

on an equal if not more important pedestal than domesticity. 

Woolf's envy, admiration, and love for Bell were emotions that resonate 

clearly in the letter and would be sustained all her life to varying degrees. Woolf 

would never have children of her own and the lack of that experience would weigh 

heavily on her, both in her relationship with Bell and in her novels. Woolf's diaries 

from later in her life reveal that she wanted to believe that her writing compensated 

for not having children. Woolfwould half-jokingly insinuate that Bell's domestic 

success allowed Woolfto be the more talented artist. For example, she praises Bell's 

work in one letter adding, 'indeed, I am amazed, a little alarmed (for as you have the 

children, the fame by right belongs to me) by your combination of pure artistic vision 

and brilliance of imagination' .132 Woolf always compared her successes to that of 

Bell's and always found herself lacking when it came to domestic achievement. 133 In 

her letter to Monsell, Woolfindicates she has a 'game ... to find figures for [Bell]' to 

use in her novels. Bell inspired several characters in Woolf's novels such as 

132 Virginia W oolf to Vanes sa Bell, 2 June 1926. W oolf, Letters, vol. Ill, p. 269. 
133 On Sunday (1 September 1907), Woolfwrote to Violet Dickson: 'To be with her is to sit in autumn 
sunlight; but then there is Clive! Snow dined here last night, and says they are completely suited
completely happy. It bears in upon me more and more that we (means herself and people like Clive) 
are all so much dry or green wood, thrown on her flame ; and it dont much matter to that portent what 
it feeds on: it ' h·ansmutes ' . Now I must set myself down to my novel [review] , and then to my 7 
poetic dramas; shall I ever bear a child I wonder? ' Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p.309. 
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Katherine Hilbery in Night and Day and also Lily Briscoe and Mrs Ramsay in the 

novel To the Lighthouse. Bell inspired Woolfto create characters that embodied 

domestic superiority and, yet, retained an individuality and strength of character that 

elevate them beyond the realm of domesticity. Bell, a fan of Jane Austen's novels, 

must have found inspiration from Austen's heroines who are domestic yet 

independent characters. 

Julia Stephen epitomised the Victorian ideal of motherhood; she spent her 

entire life and energy supporting her husband and raising her children. Bell's and 

Woolfs mother instilled the importance of domestic stability, spousal support, and 

maternal devotion in them. Favoured as a model by the Pre-Raphaelites for her 

ethereal looks and sorrowful countenance, Julia Stephen's example of motherhood 

would haunt Bell both atiistically and domestically. Her life of self-sacrifice seemed 

an untenable, yet seductive and destructive goal. Julia Stephen literally wore herself 

to death in pursuit of domestic excellence. The death of Bell's half-sister Stella 

almost immediately after her marriage to Jack Hills cemented the notion that 

marriage, as well as the weight of domestic responsibilities, was inextricably tied 

with death. Bell described the losses as: 

Two tragedies which had wrecked our n01mally cheerful family life. The 
first was my mother's death two years earlier. She was only forty-nine and 
we were all very young, a large Victorian family left in charge of a 
melancholy, deaf, rather helpless man of over sixty, who had never had to 
face domestic problems and was fearful of the workhouse ifhis balance at the 
bank dropped, as it sometimes did, to less than £3,000. My elder half-sister 
Stella came to the rescue, looked after us younger ones, and sacrificed herself 
as far as she could to my father ... and she died at the age oftwenty-eight. 134 

Woolf and Bell, as a result, reacted with confusion, fear, but also with high 

expectations towards the prospect of their own domestic responsibilities. Although 

at first they both rejected the notion of marriage, they came to accept it with a 

134 Bell, SIP!, p. 67-68. 
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renegotiated set of rules- artistic independence balanced with domesticity was 

necessary for happiness . 

In Woolfs treatise on women's independence entitled Three Guineas, she 

discussed the difficulty women had in pursuing their own intellectual and atiistic 

independence while accustoming themselves to society's definition of marriage. 

It was with a view to marriage that her mind was taught. It was with a view 
to marriage that she tinkled on the piano, but was not allowed to join an 
orchestra; sketched innocent domestic scenes, but was not allowed to study 
from the nude; read this book, but was not allowed to read that, charmed and 
talked. It was with a view to marriage that her body was educated; a maid 
was provided for her; that the streets were shut to her; that the fields were 
shut to her; that solitude was denied her- all this was enforced upon her in 
order that she might preserve her body intact for her husband. In short, the 
thought of marriage influenced what she said, what she thought, what she did. 
How could it be otherwise? Marriage was the only profession open to her. 135 

Woolfs descriptions of marriage when compared to the marriages both sisters 

experienced are studies in contrast. As both women did not want their sole 

profession to be marriage, they had to manage their lives at home to suit their lives at 

work. Combating societal attitudes towards domestic responsibilities required Bell's 

compromise, sacrifice and flexibility. She broke convention by bringing nude 

models into her domestic environment, but she had always viewed nudity without the 

shame society associated with it. Bell, as with Woolf, refused to believe that 

maniage would annul a professional artistic life. From this perspective, their choice 

of spouses was deliberate- they would only enter into marriage if they could 

continue to paint and write without restriction and consort with men who had similar 

interests in these fields. 

Bell wanted a family but she also wanted to achieve excellence as an artist-

these were goals that had been incompatible for other female atiists in the past. 

Many of the girls she had studied with at the Royal Academy and the Slade School 

--------------------135 
Virginia Woo if, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, London: Penguin Books, 1993, p. 57. 
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renegotiated set of mles-artistic independence balanced with domesticity was 

necessary for happiness. 

In Woolfs treatise on women's independence entitled Three Guineas, she 

discussed the difficulty women had in pursuing their own intellectual and artistic 

independence while accustoming themselves to society's definition of marriage. 
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experienced are studies in contrast. As both women did not want their sole 

profession to be marriage, they had to manage their lives at home to suit their lives at 

work. Combating societal attitudes towards domestic responsibilities required Bell's 

compromise, sacrifice and flexibility. She broke convention by bringing nude 

models into her domestic environment, but she had always viewed nudity without the 

shame society associated with it. Bell, as with Woolf, refused to believe that 

marriage would annul a professional artistic life. From this perspective, their choice 

of spouses was deliberate- they would only enter into marriage if they could 

continue to paint and write without restriction and consort with men who had similar 

interests in these fields. 

Bell wanted a family but she also wanted to achieve excellence as an artist-

these were goals that had been incompatible for other female artists in the past. 

Many of the girls she had studied with at the Royal Academy and the Slade School 

135 
Virginia Woolf, A Room o.f One's Own I Three Guineas, London: Penguin Books, 1993, p. 57. 
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rarely pursued professional careers in ati when they manied. Others, like her close 

friend Margery Snowdon, never manied but did not have the connections and 

influences to advancement as artists. Bell's contemporaries, Mary Cassatt and Gwen 

John, are two examples of women who pursued their art beyond the normal reaches 

of a female artist-focusing their lives entirely on painting without succumbing to 

the social pressure to many and have a family- yet remained outsiders for doing so. 

Bell, despite the biases against female artists and the growing responsibilities of 

marriage and motherhood, was incredibly lucky to have the encouragement and 

intellectual stimulation provided by the Bloomsbury group. 

The Question of Marriage 

Accepting the concept of marTiage did not come easily to Vanessa Bell, but 

wishing to begin anew, excited by the prospect of further exposure to innovations in 

modem art, and finally open to the prospect of a sexual awakening led her to accept 

Clive Bell's third maniage proposal. Mourning the deaths of Julia Stephen in 1895, 

her half-sister Stella in 1897, and finally her father in 1904, Bell was hesitant to leave 

her immediate family of siblings, Adrian and Virginia, behind. But she was also 

eager to relinquish her overbearing Stephen ties. At the beginning of Clive Bell's 

courtship, Bell did not seem interested in binding herself in maniage to her beloved 

brother Thoby's Cambridge friend. Clive was a man with whom she knew she could 

talk about ari but he did not stir her inner passion in a way she imagined one's 

husband should. 

For you see if marriage were only a question ofbeing very good friends and 
of caring for things in the same way, I could say yes at once. I like you much 
better than I like anyone else (other men, I suppose I ought to say!) outside 
our family, and I am sure that our friendship means quite as much to me as it 



can to you. But I suppose that something more is wanted which now I don't 
feel. 136 

In this letter dated the 30111 of July 1906, Bell rejects Clive's second proposal firmly. 

Yet, in less than four months she agreed to marry him. What happened in between 

her refusal and acceptance of marriage was the loss ofThoby and her own illness 

brought about by their vacation in Greece. Her slow recovery and her shock and 

sadness over Thoby's death made her more dependent on others and open to the 

possibility of marriage. Clive and Vanessa would speak for many hours every day 

for the three weeks after Thoby's death. The time together strengthened the ties 

between them and readied her for the prospect of marriage. Woolfs letters to Violet 

Dickson from the time chronicle the sense of rebirth Bell underwent once she had 

agreed to many Clive, but they also convey her scathing opinion of Clive. Woolf 

delights in imagining a day when 'I shall look [Clive] in the eye and say your [sic] 

not good enough-and then he will kiss me, and N essa will wipe a great tear, and say 

we shall always have room for you'. 137 

Woolfs attachment to her sister and reluctance to let anyone break their 

intimate bond made her both jealous of Clive Bell but also angry with her sister. But 

by December the same year, Woolfwas resigned to Bell's marriage, though still 

distrustful of her sister's fiance. 

We came here [to Cleeve House, the Bell family home] late on Monday, and 
were greeted by Vanessa and Clive, standing like husband and wife before a 
great log fire. It was a symbolic attitude. Vanessa- you see how pompous I 
am- certainly looks well ... Clive certainly is an interesting person, and I 
really feel happier and get some glimpse of what Nessa means by marrying 
him. She is as happy as anyone can be; and more like herself than she was. 
She seems to have taken her bearings, and to see her life ahead of her in her 
own clear and reasonable way. 138 

136 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, Monday (July 30, 1906): TATE. 
137 Virginia Woolfto Violet Dickson, 16 November 1906. Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 245-246. 
138 Virginia Woolfto Violet Dickson, 2 January 1907. Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 274. 
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Woolffelt that, to some extent, the sisters bond had irrevocably changed and felt 

uneasy about both Bell's marriage and also to the realization that she might herself 

have to marry someday. 

On Febmary 1907, Clive and Vanessa Bell were married and went to Paris on 

their honeymoon. On her honeymoon, she sounds entirely content with her new life. 

We lead the most healthy existence- early to bed and late to rise, a walk on 
the beach in the morning- and by the fissures in the afternoon. Clive thinks 
me looking remarkably well, he says. 0 I am damned damned happy. I am 
doing a sketch of my husband reading. I find it most exciting beginning 
again.139 

Marriage helped Bell recover from illness and return to art, another recuperative step. 

With Clive, she could retain the memory ofThoby whilst moving on towards a 

promising future. Woolf could see that marriage did not inhibit her sister's artistic 

impulses but rather broadened them. 

I cant believe that Nessa wasn't born married, because it seems so natural and 
appropriate. She sings to herself as she walks, and buys strange plumes and 
draperies at the Louvre, but as we decided at lunch, she looks best undressed. 
We talk a great deal about beauty and Art, and meet various old bachelors 
who have known Whistler, and play the violin, and cant paint. 140 

Bell seemed to have succeeded in her goal of pursuing both art and life with equal 

vigour, and she was beginning to cast away her academic artistic background, 

mocking the 'old bachelors' whom she once studied and admired. 

The expectations of marriage that were fulfilled initially did not last. Though 

marriage to Clive was an escape from her grief and an introduction to a broader art 

world, it would eventually be a marriage of convenience-of some love, but mostly a 

relationship that allowed them to maintain a sense of equilibrium throughout their 

lives. The greatest pleasure she got from her marriage were her children. The 

139 Virginia Woolfrecounting VB's letter to Violet Dickson Tuesday, February 1907. Woolf, 
Letters, vol. I, p. 280. 
140 Virginia Woolfto Madge Vaughan 2"d April 1907. Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p.290. 
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intensity of her love for them she never questioned, but her devotion was a surprise 

to both her husband and her sister. 

The birth of Julian in February 1908 was the beginning of an artistic 

awakening for Bell, one that revolved around her wonder about motherhood and the 

maternal passion that had arisen in her. Though nursing an infant was a full time job, 

Bell also wished to chronicle the different stages of her child's development. After 

Julian's death in 1937, she filled a notebook with notes she intended to use for a 

Memoir Club meeting. Her notes reflect her sense of wonder as well as her artistic 

drive to chronicle his every moment. 

Sitting at a long window looking onto the square with him on my lap. Clive 
beside me- intense peace and joy. I Painting him in his cradle every morning 
as he lay and kicked. I Drawing him as he began to stagger about. I (I have 
those still) I Painting him as he sat each day in his chair by the window. This 
I destroyed- oh why? 141 

Painted in 1908, both her oil sketch of Julian's head and watercolour of Julian 

walking show her amazement with and adoration of her child. The light touch of her 

brush strokes and her clear intent to capture a movement he made or a facial 

expression he had, indicate her enraptured state during this time. The touch of her 

brush on the canvas is as light and sensitive as that of a mother's hand on her 

newborn. While her children were infants, she was fond of using media that were 

quick, relatively clean, and time effective. Though the easiest medium was a sketch 

in pen or pencil, she also favoured watercolour which did not stain clothing, required 

little preparation, yet, because of the need for efficient brush strokes, was mentally 

challenging. Despite the bouts of illness that often left her bedridden during her 

postpmtum recovery, Bell remained enraptured by her child and her art. In 1910, 

Quentin was born and Bell continued to chronicle her children's growth with 

14 1 Vanessa Bell, 'Notes on Julian for Memoir Club ' July 1937: KCC. 
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amusement and wonder. In a letter to Roger Fry which she wrote in bed, Bell adds a 

sketch of herself and Quentin and writes, 'I have had Quentin here for half an hour 

quite absorbed and happy drawing lines which he called fishes. I wish I could draw 

myself and him. I saw it was the most lovely composition. Can you understand at 

all?' . Then, declaring the sketch a failure she continues, 'No I cant do it. He is too 

big for me I think but his attitude was lovely and his paper was on me like that while 

he rested his head against my legs .... I have tried to draw it from behind and above' 

(fig. 16). 142 Such moments, when Bell was inspired to draw or paint a scene with her 

children, were common, and allowed her to think about art in terms of form, spatial 

unity, and perspective despite being involved in her domestic chores. Hence, 

maternity, though it took time away from working on more elaborate art works, did 

not embitter Bell. Inspired and energised by it, she spent her time in bed sketching 

and making plans to pursue more ambitious works dealing with the same theme 

when she was no longer confined to her bed. 

With the birth of her first child, Bell found that neither her husband nor her 

sister shared in her excitement. Jealousy and immaturity prevented Woolf from 

sharing Bell's wonder while Clive Bell only took a passing interest in his progeny. 

Woolfs letter to Violet Dickson dated about three months after Julian was born 

describes how she and her brother-in-law distanced themselves from the new baby 

by growing closer to each other. 

I doubt I shall ever have a baby. Its voice is too terrible, a senseless scream, 
like an ill omened cat. Nobody could wish to comfort it, or pretend that it 
was a human being. Now, thank God, it sleeps with its nurse. Now and then 
it smiled at Nessa and it has a very nice back; but the amount of business that 
has to be gone through before you can enjoy it, is dismaying. Clive and I 
went for some long walks; but I felt that we were deserters, but then I was 
quite useless, as a nurse, and Clive will not even hold it. 143 

142 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 14 January (1913?): TATE. 
143 Virginia Woolfto Violet Dickson, 13 May (1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 33 1. 
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Bell spent so much of her energy caring for Julian that both Woolf and Clive Bell 

grew increasingly frustrated and jealous. They embarked on a damaging flirtation 

soon after Julian was born. Woolf, lacking confidence in her writing and her future, 

was boosted by her brother-in law's interest while Clive was attracted by her beauty 

and intellectualism. Woolf felt hmi and excluded by her sister's marriage to Clive. 

She sought entry into her sister's marital bond and was encouraged by Clive's 

flirtatious manner. 'Kiss her,' Woolfrequests in a letter to Clive, 'most passionately, 

in all my private places- neck-and mm, and eyeball, and tell her-what new thing 

is there to tell her? how fond I am of her husband?' 144 Though the flirtation was 

unconsummated, it lasted several months and had a destructive effect on all 

parties. 145 

Marriage Sustained and Diluted 

Vanessa Bell realised during her husband's flirtation with her sister that her 

marriage could not remain the conventional kind if it were to last. She had entered 

into the matTiage with an expectation that Clive was a like-minded soul, who would 

share her passion for art and life. But she soon recognised that Clive's art and life 

interests would not always be shared with her. Angelica Bell describes in her 

memoir The Eternal Moment, that 'within 18 months of marriage Clive had effected 

Vanessa's defeat on two fronts simultaneously, the one purely sensual and the other 

144 Virginia Woolfto Clive Bell, (15 April1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 325. 
145 Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 382. Virginia Woolfto Lytton Sh·achey on Feb 1, 1909: 'So you 've 
noticed then? How clever you are, and how unkind! For don ' t you think that these 'exh·aordinary 
conclusions' you like so much may be rather uncomfortable with me and perhaps (though I really 
won't admit it) a little uncomfortable for Clarissa [Vanessa]? We were not happy-no-and yet I 
know its dangerous to imagine people in love with one, and so I told myself all the time. But James 
[Clive] is really- sometimes a woman feels so much older than a man ' . (James and Clarissa Philips, 
in the letter, were code names for Clive and Vanessa. James and Clarissa Dalloway are two characters 
who appear in two ofWoolfs novels, The Voyage Out and Jvlrs Dalloway.) 
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intellectual' .146 Throughout their lives, his interest in his wife's art paled in 

comparison to his interest in his sister-in-law's literature. Within the first two years 

of man·iage, Clive was having several affairs. In her usual way, Bell chose to adapt 

to her circumstances and implicitly agreed to an open marriage. Unsurprisingly, 

Bell, even more, sought and found affection in her offspring. Matemity, in a way, 

replaced the importance of a strong marital relationship- there would be 

unconditional love in motherhood, unlike in marriage. 

For the sisters, the effect of the dalliance almost destroyed their bond. In 

1908, Woolfboth feared and wanted what Bell had- marriage and matemity. 

Obsessed with her sister and dissatisfied with her own achievements up to that point, 

Woolf sought to insinuate herself into the new union. She admitted to Clive, 'Nessa 

has all that I should like to have, and you, besides your own charms and exquisite 

fine sweetnesses (which I always appreciate somehow) have her'. She added, 'thus I 

seem to be only an erratic extemal force, capable of shocks, but without any lodging 

in your lives' .147 At the time of the affair, Woolfhad been attempting to write 

Vanessa's biography, sending chapters to Clive for his opinion. Though she never 

published the life of her sister, Bell appears in many ofWoolfs novels in the guises 

of mother, artist, and domestic goddess. The sisters' relationship was complex-

Woolf characterised herself at different times as the child, marital partner, and the 

shared soul of her sister. Woolf would, to some extent, spend the rest of her life 

regaining Bell's trust while Bell displayed a slight caution with her sister. In her 

letters to Clive, Woolf often speaks of her sister, comparing herself to Bell and 

finding herself lacking the fertility and etherealness Bell's presence always evoked. 

When Nessa is bumbling around the world, and making each thom blossom, 
what room is there for me? Seriously nature has done so much more for her 

146 Garnett, The Etemal Moment: Essays and a Short StoiJi, Maine: Puckerbrush Press, 1998, p. 18. 
147 Virginia Woo1fto Clive Bell , (May 1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 334. 
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than for me. I shrank to my narrowest limits, and you found me more than 
usually complex, and contained. Chivalrous as you are, however, you took 
. fi . . . h d I "'1 t4s m m1te pams w1t me, an am very gratelll . 

Though the relationship was ultimately damaging, Woolf did feel wanted, 

appreciated, and understood by Clive who encouraged her to write and stimulated her 

intellectually. Even after their fli1iation had ended, Woolfwould place a high value 

on Clive's opinion of her writing and showed him most of her novels in manuscript. 

However, this disparity Woolf complained about- her own barrenness compared to 

Bell's fertility- troubled her for the rest of her life. Her jealousy of the time Bell 

spent with her children manifested itself in her letters to Clive. Writing to Clive, 

Woolf describes Bell as an 'old Bitch left off suckling her whelps' because she had 

not received a letter from her. 149 Yet, despite her initial resentment of the children, 

Woolfwould come to treasure and adore Bell's children whereas Clive's attitude 

towards them did not evolve significantly until they were older. As his children grew 

capable of intellectual conversation, he was able to interact more fully with them. 

Remarkably, despite the momentary lapse in trust, the sisters maintained an 

incredibly strong bond, a bond that grew stronger when Woolf actively immersed 

herself in Bell's domestic life. When Woolfwas advised not to have children ofher 

own, she saw herself, even more, as an alternative parent to Bell's children, 

pmiicularly when she was able to encourage their intellectual growth. 

Clive' s Affairs 

Vanessa Bell and Clive Bell maintained a unique relationship with mutual 

understanding that allowed them to maintain their lifestyles without needing to 

148 Virginia Woolfto Clive Bell, Wednesday (6 May 1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 329. 
149 Virginia Woolfto Clive Bell, (29 Dec 1910). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 445 . 



dissolve their man·iage. While they remained manied all their life, neither was 

faithful to the other, a situation that seems antithetical to a woman who invested so 

much in her domestic life. She rarely expressed any strong resentment over Clive's 

paternal absence; Clive was able to travel and attend many art events, while she 

remained mostly at home and responsible for the children. In a letter to Clive in 

Paris, Bell writes 'Oh dear. . .I should like to be in that exciting atmosphere where 

people really seem to realise the existence of art', followed by an inquiry the next 

day 'whether you'll come across a new genius in Paris and even perhaps invest in 

one of his works. I give you leave to do so if you feel so inclined. Who is the 

newest sensation'? 150 The reason that Bell was not more disappointed that she 

missed the trip to France was that she savoured being at home with her children. To 

the same letter she adds, 'But I am quite happy here and we will go there before long. 

I make my mouth water by thinking about it all' .151 This would be one of the 

compromises she would make for marriage and maternity. 

Bell was a,prolific letter writer, and while she maintained emotional, 

prolonged, and heartfelt conespondence with Woolf and Roger Fry, the same cannot 

be said about her cmTespondence with her husband. The few letters between Clive 

and Vanessa suggest that her letters to him were for playful and usually practical 

purposes often including an entreaty for Clive to tell her his news and write less 

'cryptically' .152 Early in the man·iage, Bell's letters are eager and light, though she 

consistently remonstrates that he rarely demonstrates affection. In the spring of 

1910, as she was expecting her second child Quentin, Bell writes 'poor little Dolphin 

150 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 9 & 10 October (1910?): TATE. 
151 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 9 October 1910: TATE. 
152 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 2 Febmary: TATE. Writing from the Villa Corsica, Cassis she writes 
'Please, however, do write and explain your cryptic letters and plans if you can, as you aren ' t 
coming ... I don ' t want to be inquisitive but I would like to know all you feel inclined to tell me as I 
suppose after all your private affairs may to some extent affect me. However do as you like- only 
remember that so far I am completely in the dark. ' 
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was so lonely in bed last night. Do you miss her at all? But you won't tell me. I 

wish Monday were here with my two little males safe back again'. 153 But by 

September 1910, Bell was well aware of Clive' s indiscretions. Rather than 

reprimanding him, her letters to him suggest an acquiescent attitude and a tacit 

agreement to his affairs. However, her paintings and correspondence with Woolf 

suggest Bell was not completely at ease with his affairs. Though the tone of Bell's 

letters never becomes shrill and angry, her teasing banter also holds a degree of 

accusation and scorn. Referring to Mrs Annie Raven-Hill, who had been Clive's first 

lover, and with whom he began a relationship again even though Bell had just given 

birth to their second child, Bell teases him with the line 'I hope you'll see your whore 

soon and get some amusing gossip out of her' .154 Though she was capable of being 

snide about his mistresses, especially when she discussed them with Woolf, her 

ability to accept the situation prevailed for the most part. Her pleas to him were never 

directly to abandon his mistresses and come home; only, she asks, 'I can't help 

wondering why you don't write. Is it only that Mary's cham1s beguile you as I hope, 

so have you quite forgotten poor Dolphin?" 55 

Though most of Bell's letters to her husband are anecdotal, light, and brief, 

on occasion she would have to remind him to shoulder at least a minimum of 

responsibility. 'You're very neglectful I think. But I imagine you're either going out 

all day and all night or entertaining ladies in your large mmchair when you're at 

home. So between the two your family is quite forgotten' .156 For the most part, Bell 

humoured Clive and his indiscretions. She even established a level of friendship 

with many of his lovers. Clive's affair with Raven-Hill was succeeded by a 

153 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, (Spring 1910): TATE. 
154 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, Sunday (Sept 1910): TATE. 
155 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, (June 1915): TATE. 
156 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 17 December 1921: TATE. 
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relationship, in 1912, with Molly MacCarthy, who was the wife ofDesmond 

MacCarthy, the journalist and editor. By 1915, Clive embarked on his longest 

lasting affair with Mary Hutchinson, spmming, on and off, several decades into the 

1940s. Because Clive was permitted to bring his mistresses home, Bell often painted 

them. Her paintings reveal a great deal about how she felt about the various women, 

showing her capacity to see beyond their relationships with her husband to their true 

personality. Bell's images ofMacCarthy, especially of her sewing and knitting, were 

discussed in the first chapter, Domestic Threads, Abstract Designs. 157 They are 

devoid of the jealousy and bitterness one would expect, and are thoughtful, 

meditative pieces. In fact, she and MacCarthy became close friends, intimate enough 

to pose nude with each other and to commiserate about the dramas in their 

marriages. 158 Bell made a point of demonstrating her acceptance of Clive's affairs in 

her letters to him. 

[Molly MacCarthy] and I sat and talked rather aimlessly about marriage etc. 
As she generally does now but it is always more or less in the abstract 
unluckily., I think she is rather worried about the subject and said how she 
thought I managed so well and she didn't know how to- and how one 
couldn' t deceive those one loved etc! It didn't come to much as it's so 
difficult to go on generalising when one knows quite well what it all means 
and yet can't say it. She was looking well and very pretty but said she had 
been a good deal pulled down by her influenza. 159 

Bell made many gestures to show Clive she was not jealous ofhis mistresses perhaps 

to protect herself from painful feelings but also because she realised their 

relationship worked best as a friendship . She was also relieved that she could now 

live her life freely whilst, to the public, she appeared a respectable married woman 

with a family. 

157 Discussion ofMolly MacCarthy sewing in Chapter 1, ' A Theme ofWorking with Tlu·ead ' . 
158 Discussion of Molly MacCarthy and the nude in Chapter 4, 'Laid Bare: An Idealised Female 
Space' . 
159 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 20 August 1913: TA TE. 

89 



Fliriatious and with an insatiable eye for young women, it would have been 

laughable to suggest that Clive Bell could have been a faithful husband to anyone. 

However, other than his wife, he remained most attached throughout his life to Mary 

Hutchinson, a cousin ofDuncan Grant and the wife of the banister St John 

Hutchinson. A society woman with a fondness for art and writers, Mary fonned a 

strong enough relationship with Woolfto ensure that the Hogarth Press published her 

book of sketches and stories called Fugitive Pieces in 1927. 

Though Bell made many concessions towards Clive's mistress and always 

attempted to be hospitable towards her, she was also capable of using her art in a 

manner that revealed her true feelings on the matter. Her portrait of Mary 

Hut chins on, of 1915 is a witty, provocative, and honest depiction of Bell ' s attitude 

towards Clive's mistress (fig. 17). Unlike Bell's other portraits of women, 

Hutchinson is not occupied in industrious domestic activity. In fact her hands, 

usually a focus point in Bell's portraits, are not even depicted in the painting. She 

leans back defensively and her glance verges on hostility. Standing against a door, 

literally backed against a wall with her hands behind her, Hutchinson's pose suggests 

her inability to do anything and her discomfort at being painted by her paramour's 

wife. In the painting, the angular, sour thinness of her face is emphasised, while her 

sideways glance and lopsided eyebrows add much to suggest a suspicious and 

scheming nature. In many of Bell's paintings of women, a revealing characteristic 

involves using the woman's body to suggest abundant fertility and femininity. 

Instead, in her portrait of Mmy Hutchinson , Bell lengthens the head of the sitter and 

directs the eye vertically by the use of the rectangles in the background. She does not 

appear maternal in the least, though ironically, in the year the painting was created, 

Hutchinson gave birih to her second child. Mary and Clive were already in a 
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relationship before her pregnancy so perhaps Bell was poking fun at the situation in 

her painting. The portrait is of a modem woman who is not at ease in her 

sunoundings. The use of clashing pink, green and yellow heightens the sense of the 

painting's modemity but also emphasises the model's awkwardness. In a 1919 letter 

to Roger Fry, Bell remarked that the portrait ofMary Hutchinson was 'perfectly 

hideous now and yet quite unmistakable' hanging at the London Group exhibition160
. 

Bell also added with some degree of satisfaction that Hutchinson seemed insulted by 

the painting. 

There was true friendship and lasting affection between Vanessa and Clive 

Bell, and remaining married allowed her to canyon with her life in a manner 

acceptable to her without undergoing drastic domestic change. Wherever Bell made 

a home, Clive would always have a room- an arrangement that seemed to work for 

them both but allowed him the freedom to travel alone or with his mistresses and 

allowed her the space to manage her children and her art without worrying about her 

husband. Even though she would subsequently have lasting relationships with both 

Duncan Grant and Roger Fry, the unconventional agreements between them and their 

own independent sensibility allowed her the freedom to pursue her artistic and 

domestic agenda. 

Roger Fry and Beginning Again 

Between 1910 and 1911, Bell embarked on a kind of substitute maniage with 

Roger Fry, a relationship that cemented the union of her domestic and artistic life. 

Though the Bells had known of Fry and were vaguely acquainted with him, it was 

not until January of 1910 that they established a friendship , initiated by a discussion 

160 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, November 19: TATE. 
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of modem French art for which they discovered a mutual admiration, during a return 

train journey from Cambridge to London. Fry had a more established connection 

with French artistic movements of the time and he was eager to share them with Bell. 

Two exhibitions that he curated, Manet and the Post-Impressionists in 1910 and the 

Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition two years later, introduced contemporary 

European art to England and left a lasting impression on Bell. In 1910, Fry 

introduced Bell to the influence of Cezanne and the French Post-Impressionists' way 

of thinking that inspired her in such a way that by the Second Post-Impressionist 

Exhibition, Bell exhibited four paintings. But Fry did not just open her eyes to other 

kinds of art. With Fry, Bell also found an intimate with whom she could share her 

domestic woes. In her letters to Fry, as with her sister, Bell allows herself to express 

her ideas on art and life in depth and with a passion absent from her correspondence 

with Clive. Looking back on her life, Bell always returned to the year 1910, when 

her blossoming friendship with Fry opened new doors and possibilities in art and life. 

The autumn of 1910 is to me a time when everything seemed springing to 
new life- a time when all was a sizzle of excitement, new relationships, new 
ideas, different and intense emotions all seemed crowding into one's life. 
Perhaps I did not realise then how much Roger was at the centre of it all, but 
in a small and apparently unimportant way I did see it.... I was, behind the 
scenes so to speak, desperately worried, for Quentin all that winter refused to 
thrive and every week I was tmmented by the evidence of the scales- that he 
was not gaining weight. None of my friends had small babies and so 
naturally could not be expected to take an interest in what mattered so much 
to me and I kept my worries to myself. But one day I said something to 
Roger. .. He knew exactly what was the matter and he knew what it felt like 
to have one's baby ill. There couldn't be any question that here was 
sympathy far more intimate than anyone had had before, whether from gamp 
or matron or any of the people who ought to have known. So I found that it 
was not only the world of painting but the human world that was suddenly 
enlarged for me.161 

16 1 Bell , SIP/, p. 126-127. 
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Vanessa Bell found both artistic inspiration and domestic solace with Roger Fry. 

Though the intensity of their relationship died down after Bell fell in love with 

Duncan Grant, Fry remained the person with whom she could share her deepest 

anxieties about art and domesticity for the rest of her life. 

The stage was set for Bell and Fry to forge an emotional bond since both of 

them had absent spouses. Fry's wife, Helen, was absent in spirit, suffering from a 

debilitating mental illness throughout most of her adult life, while Bell, with two 

young children to care for, was often left alone. Clive Bell continued to live the life 

of a bachelor and bon viveur. Despite his philandering, Clive did feel a strong 

responsibility for his wife and children providing for them financially and to a more 

limited extent, emotionally. But he did not give Bell the emotional support that Fry 

could. Concerned with maternity but also with her career, Bell questioned whether 

or not she would be able to succeed at both. Fry, a family man and an artist himself, 

could empathise with her. 

He had begun to be aware of me as a painter now, and of course it added 
enormously to the delight of his companionship to find that he liked what I 
did. So at last not only was I at ease with him in talk but I was not afraid to 
let him see my work and so through him I began to feel that it was not 
impossible to face the world in general. 162 

Fry instilled much more confidence in Bell than her maniage had because he 

encouraged her dual roles as mother and artist and provided sympathy for her art and 

life. When her children were ill, she found that her wonies could not easily be 

shared with her husband or her sister- but Fry, who had children of his own to 

whom he was very close, understood and soothed her anxieties. His advice about her 

children's health and education as well as her art appear throughout their 

162 Bell, S!Pl, p. 136. 



conespondence. Her frankly grateful responses to his letters demonstrate how highly 

she considered his judgement. 

The turning point in Bell's relationship with Fry occuned when she needed 

the most support. While travelling in Broussa, Turkey in April of 1911 with Fry and 

her husband, Bell miscanied. It was Fry who cared for her emotional and physical 

needs, not Clive who tended to distance himself from illness. Although Woolf 

rushed to Turkey to take Bell back to London, by then, Bell and Fry were involved in 

a love affair that would continue until 1913. Unable to work for several months after 

her miscarriage, Bell fell into a deep depression which, had it not been for Fry's 

supp01i, would have been far more damaging to her future as an artist. He was 

responsible during this time for providing her with sympathy, support, and physical 

tenderness. 

Studland Beach: Maternity Lost and Found163 

Writing to her sister in July of 1911, Woolfinquires 'Are you better? Does 

this heat hurt you? At lunch I compared you with a South American forest, with 

panthers sleeping beneath trees . I also gave a passionate vision of our love- yours 

for me, I mean' .164 With a light, humorous tone, Woolf shows her concern for Bell 

who was still suffering the effects of her miscaniage. The image Woolf conjures of 

her sister is one of sensuality and strength- a woman who Woolf once described as 

having 'volcanoes underneath her sedate manner' . Woolfs choice of words of 

reassurance was deliberate. Woolf used the analogy of a South American forest to 

163 I am indebted to Lis a Tickner's analysis of the various versions of Stud/and Beach. Her bringing 
together the literah1re about the sea as the site of maternity was crucial to this section. 'Vanessa Bell: 
Stud/and Beach, Domesticity and 'Significant Form' , Modem Life and Modem Subjects, New Haven, 
Yale University Press , 2000. 
164 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, Friday (21 July 1911). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 470. 
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assure Bell that her sensuality and fertility remained intact, even though she had 

experienced a devastating loss. Woolf often suggested in her letters that the love she 

and Bell shared was more like that between lovers rather than sisters. This love 

between women as well as between women and their children would become a 

recurrent theme in both sisters' work. Woolfs concern for Bell's physical and 

emotional states was well founded. The loss of the child brought Bell into an almost 

catatonic state where, she recalled: 

My nerves were in such a state that I could do nothing but lie in bed or 
sometimes be caiTied to the garden, tenified by any contact with the world 
around me, fearing at any moment to slip off into that hoiTible state where 
time seemed to have lost its moorings and space obeyed no accustomed rules. 
I cannot describe it, but the holTor was very great and real. 165 

Bell, usually a pillar of strength and resolve, had reacted strongly to the miscalTiage, 

which was worsened by feeling trapped in a foreign land. Though Fry's love and 

assistance had been a godsend, she did not recover quickly and required a long 

period of rest before her life resumed normalcy. 

The Tate's Stud/and Beach of 1912, Bell's opus to maternity, femininity, and 

the seaside was the culmination of a series of paintings set at Studland. In her article, 

'Vanessa Bell: Stud/and Beach, Domesticity, and "Significant Form'" from her book 

Modern Life & Modern Subjects, Lisa Tickner describes the sea as 'metaphorically 

"masculine" in its sublime vastness and energy' but that 'it was more commonly and 

by association "feminine" and "maternal'" .166 Tickner closely examines the painting 

Stud/and Beach as a way of uncovering how Bell 'rejected a powerful discourse on 

the ideal, notmative or abetTant qualities of femininity' and instead 'opted for 

165 Bell, SIP!, p. 139. 
166 Tickner cites Julia Kristeva 's explanation of 'Women's Time ', an analogy of reproduction as the 
'constant slap of waves on the sand'. Tickner, 'Vanessa Bell: Stud/and Beach, Domesticity and 
Significant Form', Modern Life & Modem Subjects, p. 131. 'Women's Time' is reprinted in Toril 
Moi, ed. , The Kristeva Reader, Oxford, Blackewell, 1986, pp . 187-213. 
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featurelessness, for a broad indication of posture and pose'. 167 Tickner' s article 

inspired me to look at the painting in detail in the context of what had occurred in 

Bell's life while she painted this ode to maternity and in comparison to Woolfs 

books about the maternal experience. 

Stud/and Beach is a painting filled with longing- influenced by the complex 

feelings of motherhood Bell experienced at the time. Recalling the 'hot summer of 

1911 ',she writes that she experienced 'my own breakdown' brought on by 'being ill 

abroad and intense longing for my sons'. 168 The painting is an example of what Fry 

described as 'her habitual mood of grave but joyous contemplation' . 169 Bell set off to 

the beach at the end of August in 1911 hoping to use the sea air as a rest cure. After 

spending several weeks at Clive's ancestral home, Cleeve House in Wiltshire, 

without her health improving, Bell had finally been able to arrange the trip . To Fry 

she wrote, 'I am getting horribly impatient and long to get through the next 2 days .... 

At Studland I hope I shall drive about in a donkey cart a good deal and get on the 

beach and watch the children half naked' . 170 She associated the beach with 

liberation, invigoration, and wildness, all aspects absent while she remained at 

Cleeve House. A day before she left for Studland, she expressed her eagerness 

agam. 

At any rate I always thought I couldn't get ill but it seems to me that for the 
last 5 years I've always been talking to doctors and nurses- its true that 2 
babies made up a good deal of that time but not all. However you cant have 
miscarriages- that's one comfort ... To be quite well again and able to work 
with you as hard as I like seems to me so exciting that I can hardly believe it 
will ever happen. 171 

167 Tickner, Modem L~fe & Modern Subjects, p.140. 
168 Vanessa Bell, 'Notes on Julian for Memoir Club ' July 1937: KCC. 
169 Roger Fry, ' Independent Gallery: Vanessa Bell and Othon Friesz' , The NeH' Statesl/1(/11 , 3 June 
1922, p. 238 . 
170 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, (20 Aug 19 11 ): TATE. 
171 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, (30 August 1911 ): TATE. 
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The time wasted from being ill, her maternal duties, and the exhaustion of domestic 

life never seemed so fmstrating to Bell than this period of her life because she was 

unable to work both physically and mentally. She saw Studland Beach as a beacon 

of hope, a place where she would be able to recover in a setting outside her home. 

But, most importantly, Bell hoped her stay at Studland Beach would reinvigorate her 

artistic side, a part of her that she had been unable to express during the months after 

she had lost her baby. 

The way the Studland Beach paintings progressed from 1910 to 1912 

indicates Bell's changing view towards maternity and femininity, as well as the 

direction of her own painting. It was not her first time at Studland, having spent the 

summers of 1909 and 1910 painting there. But by the time she returned in 1911, she 

had moved artistically in a different direction. Studies of Stud/and Beach and two 

earlier paintings in the same setting show that she was grappling with the scene 

repeatedly. The series of paintings of Studland Beach reveal the stages of her 

evolution as an artist, her physical recovery, and her renewed faith in maternity and 

women. Fry had encouraged Bell to use the setting at Studland, as he had been 

trying to create a seaside painting along more traditional lines. She wrote to Fry, 

'I've been trying this morning on the beach to paint your subject- the one with my 

classical figure in the foreground, but it is a failure. It was too difficult' . On a more 

hopeful note, she added that she envisioned 'a painting party here next July- we'll 

stay in this house and go out every day, taking our meals with us and be out all day 

painting. You and I and Dun can and perhaps one or two others'. 172 Bell had been 

working on different versions of Stud/and Beach from as early as 1910. The Bathers, 

Stud/and Beach, painted in 1911 includes two female classical figures in various 

17> - Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 27 September 1911: TATE. 
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states of undress. The painting appears to be influenced by Maurice Denis' sea-side 

scenes which also included classical figures amongst the sand. The classical figures 

embrace and shield themselves, though later in The Beach, Stud/and only one 

classical figure remains. 

By the time the Tate's Stud/and Beach was painted, Bell kept the one female 

as the central focus of the work, a representation of feminine grace, protection, and 

independence (fig. 18). Bell deliberately raised the female figure's meaning and 

importance the longer she worked on the painting. The standing female figure 

embodies the various paradoxes of Bell's own life: she appears to lead the others, yet 

she stands apart and with her back towards them; she looks towards the sea, but she 

is also blocked by the beach hut which impedes her vision; she is a strong and 

independent form, yet she is the maternal figure for the figures around her. 

Until Bell worked up the image in her studio at home, where it reached its 

final form as the Stud/and Beach of 1912, she had been unhappy with her painting. 

Back in Gordon Square, she updated Fry on the progress of the painting admitting, 'I 

have been muddling away at my beach hut. I doubt if it will ever come right' .173 

Once Bell was able to eliminate her own and Fry's expectations for the painting and 

to follow her inclination to paint in a spare, new style with attention to form and 

compositional space rather than detail, she was able to reach the striking modernism 

and monumental emotion of Stud/and Beach. 

Stud/and Beach is both mysterious and inviting. The viewer is summoned to 

what seems like a sacred rite, one in which only women and children participate. 

They herald the monumental figure of the woman against the bathing hut, a modern 

shrine. While the image is radical and uses an understated style, it appears 

17' 
J Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 5 November 1911: TATE. 

98 



timeless- dealing with themes of loss and renewal rather than depicting a narrative. 

The painting evokes a rebirth- the miscarriage Bell underwent and her recovery. 

Studland Beach also draws strength from the women and children it depicts; perhaps 

they are all mourning the loss of the child but gamer strength from their proximity to 

the sea. Although a variety of Bell's Bloomsbury friends appear in photographs of 

Bell's holidays at Studland, Bell only chose to include some of them in her painting. 

By examining whom she chose to include, the meaning in Bell's painting becomes 

clearer. Roger Fry and Clive Bell both spent significant time at Studland, yet in 

Studland Beach the emphasis is on a maternal, female world, one inhabited by 

women and children only. 

Painting the seaside was nothing new, but Bell's interpretation of it was 

unlike any other. Many painters used the seaside as an ideal backdrop for their art, 

such as Philip Wilson Steer who created light and popular images of the beach. It is 

the way in which Bell paints the scene that is innovative and modem. The subject of 

both Boulogne Sands of 1888-1891 by Steer and Studland Beach is that ofwomen at 

the beach, but the mood in each painting is entirely different. 174 In Steer's painting, 

the girls comically play on the sand. His style is gay and full of light. The beach huts 

next to the sea have bold white and red stripes-a reflection of the gaiety and 

humour he wished to convey. Bell was well aware of the traditional seascapes 

painted by French Impressionists and their English followers, and earlier versions of 

her beach images reflect influences from the ln1pressionists, the Fauves, and 

especially Maurice Denis. Rather than imitate their work in her Studland Beach of 

174 Tickner uses the example ofPhilip Wilson Steer (and his Boulogne Sands) to show how Bell 
wished to go further in her painting of modem life situated at the beach. Tickner writes that 'for the 
Impressionists, the beach already offered the combination of modern subject matter ... with the 
pictorial challenge of brilliant light-effects in the open air '. She adds ' these were, and have remained, 
paradigmatic modern paintings of modern life ' . I have invoked Steer to continue the discussion started 
by Tickner to highlight how Bell's Stud/and Beach goes beyond the ' modern' intentions of Steer 
Boulogne Sands. Tickner, Modem Life & Modem Subjects, p. 133 . 

99 



1912, as she recovered from her traumatic loss and found strength through paint, she 

wished to enter new territory and to say something of her own that had not been said 

before. Bell uses the same elements- beach huts, the sea, and females- but makes 

her piece more sombre and thoughtful. As if in worship of the standing figure, the 

woman and children face away from us, concerned with the beauty of the sea and the 

standing woman. The standing figure has her back to the viewer, preventing any 

obvious recognition of her femininity, more like a totemic figure than the graceful 

bather of Bell's earlier studies. In the final version of Stud/and Beach, the totemic 

figure does not embrace herself, but rather her whole body is directed towards the 

sea. Both Bell and Woolf felt a powerful connection to the sea, using it in their art as 

a source of maternal power and continuity. 

W oolf' s and Bell's Interpretations of Maternity 

Maternity and motherhood were central issues in both sisters' work. The two 

women were aware of the legacy ofthe matriarchs in their family, for, as Woolfhas 

said, 'we think back through our mothers if we are women' .175 For Bell, the issue 

always remained personal. She would refer to her own maternity as well as her own 

mother, Julia Stephen, for artistic inspiration. Having lost a child through 

miscarriage, Bell reached for the sea as refuge-her totemic female figure is like a 

lighthouse, a beacon that stands against a glowing white temple. The figure 

contemplates the sea and receives nourishment, spiritually, from it. 176 In her novel, 

To the Lighthouse, Woolf dealt with her mother's ghost by setting her novel at the 

175 Woolf, A Room of One 's Own I Three Guineas, p. 69. 
176 Tickner attributes three reasons why Bell inexorably tied Stud/and Beach with maternity: 'First, 
because the birth of her second child in 1910 . .. flooded her with a sense of passionate maternity; 
second, because the beach had become socially and psychically a maternal space; and third , because 
holidays with her own children at Studland involved the memory of St Ives, and St Ives had come to 
stand for a childhood bliss cut off peremptorily with the death of Julia ' . Tickner, p. 138. 
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seaside. The lighthouse, the focus ofthe novel, and a family's trip towards it, are 

symbols of dealing with and mastering one's fears, as well as overcoming the ghosts 

of one's past. Woolfnotes, 'until I was in the fmiies- I could settle the date by 

seeing when I wrote To the Lighthouse ... the presence of my mother obsessed me' .177 

While the image of Julia Stephen haunts so much of her work, Woolfwas also 

preoccupied with her own maternity or rather her lack of experience with it. 

W oolf s own reflections on the sea, and the importance she attached to the 

relationship women had with the sea, are present throughout her writing. She was 

able to put to words some of the complex emotions that Bell's works convey through 

paint. An image like Studland Beach begs comparison with a novel such as To the 

Lighthouse, where the Ramsey family enjoy a summer by the seaside. In another of 

her novels, The Voyage Out, Woolfhas its heroine setting off on a sea voyage in 

search of herself. For the sisters, the sea addressed their deepest feminine yearnings. 

The sea was the site of a distinctively female, maternal, and sensual awareness and 

contemplation. In a letter to Bell, Woolf describes a scene that could easily be 

applied to Studland Beach and to what the figures on the beach are thinking about. 

They sit in small clusters by the sea, contemplating themselves, the beacon of 

womanhood standing before them, and their domestic roles. 

I end up on the beach generally,-find a corner where I can sit and invent 
images from the shapes of the waves. A child of 12, a pretty little girl, does 
the same thing also, and will always sit me out; but I daren't ask her what she 
is thinking, though I want to know. How ridiculous it all is! I sometimes feel 
surprised when I realise that we are all set out on our journey, as human 
b . . h 11 . d . 178 emgs, w1t a our ceremomes, an man1ages. 

It should not seem surprising that while contemplating the waves, Woolfs thoughts 

turned to domestic ones for, as Lisa Tickner has argued, the seaside was an extension 

177 Woolf, MOB, p. 80. 
178 Virginia Woolfto Yanessa Bell, Saturday (29 August 1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 363. 
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of the home. 179 As the site where a family vacationed while the men remained in the 

cities throughout the week, the beach and seaside were the bastion of women, where 

natmies, wives, mothers and children and the occasional single female spent time 

together. In To the Lighthouse, Woolf chronicles her own experiences as a child 

when the Stephen family were taken to St Ives in Cornwall over the summer, an 

ammal event that ended in 1895, the year Julia Stephen died. Without the presence 

of a maternal figure, Leslie Stephen refused to return to the place that had provided 

the most joyful times for his family. While the finished painting of Stud/and Beach 

resembles photographs Bell took during her vacations there, which she used for 

various studies when she was working on the piece in her studio, the painting holds a 

timeless air, as if generations of women and their drawn experiences are embodied in 

the work of art. 

The painting engages the viewer by its elusiveness-by allowing a multitude 

of interpretations to be made of it while remaining, ultimately, an enigma. Woolf, in 

an introduction to.an exhibition by Bell points to this key aspect in her sister's work. 

And the puzzle is that while Mrs Bell's pictures are immensely expressive, 
their expressiveness has no luck with words. Her vision excites a strong 
emotion and yet when we have dramatised it or poetised it or translated it is 
not all the blues and greens, and fines and exquisites and subtles of our 
vocabulary, the picture itself escapes. It goes on saying something of its 
own.Iso 

As preoccupied with maternity as Bell was, she wished for Woolfto experience it 

herself. She requests Woolfto write honestly about the subject, indicating that is 

what she seeks to do in her art. 

However, you'll only tell me its what comes of allowing instinct to play a 
part in personal relationships. What a lot I could say about the maternal 

179 Tickner notes that ' socially the beach was more and more a domestic space, dominated by 
mothers, children and nursemaids in the week as the paterfamilias conmmted back to town' . Tickner, 
Modem Life & Modem Subjects, p. 131 . 
180 Recent Paintings by Vanessa Bell, London Arti sts Association catalogue, foreword by Virginia 
Woo1f, London: Cooling Gallery, 1930, unpaginated. 
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instinct, but then also what a lot about Michael Angelo & Raphael. I wish 
you would write a book about the maternal instinct. 181 

In response to fulfil Bell's wish to have her write about the maternal instinct, Woolf 

produced novels which use the sea to represent the eternal rite of passage for 

women- the experience of motherhood. Woolf drew guidance from the experiences 

of her mother and her sister when she wrote about maternity and marriage. Her 

dedication to Night and Day, the novel about a woman's difficulty in choosing to 

marry, which she published in 1919, makes clear the importance of Bell as a source 

of inspiration. Woolf dedicates the novel 'to Vanessa Bell but, looking for a phrase, 

I found none to stand beside your name'. 

Bell was well aware that she represented a model of maternity for Woolf and 

she was keen to share the experience, especially after she had a little girl. She 

entreated Woolfto visit her soon after Angelica's birth by enticing her with the 

following lines: 

Do come here if you can. You would have the great pleasure of seeing me 
for hours at a time and you know you've still got several notes to take of me 
in the capacity of mother of a daughter. Its quite different from being mother 
of2 sons. 182 

Bell knew how important Woolf considered having a daughter-that there was a 

special bond between mothers and daughters, passing on the rites of femininity to the 

next generation of women. Julia Kristeva, the noted Bulgarian feminist writer, 

describes the cyclical nature of maternity as a process where 'by giving birth, the 

woman enters into contact with her mother; she becomes, she is her own mother; 

they are the same continuity differentiating itself. 183 In a letter to Angelica in the 

1950s, Bell would reflect on a similar subject. She wrote, 'I often think how 

181 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 3 May (1927): BERG. 
182 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 19 March (1919) : BERG. . 
183 Julia Kristeva, 'Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini ' , Desire in Language: A semiotic 
Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jm·dine and Leon S. 
Roudiez, Oxford : Blackwell, 1980, p.239. 
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Virginia would have adored your having 4 daughters and have enjoyed the feminine 

atmosphere' .184 To Woolf, Bell had replaced their mother as the role model of 

motherhood and femininity. Woolftreated her novels like substitutes for children, 

often remarking, in consolation but also relief that she would not be able to write the 

way she did if she had children to rear. Writing was a laborious process, the outcome 

of which Woolflikened to childbirth- painful but fulfilling. When Bell gave birth to 

Julian, Woolfmakes an analogy about childbi1ih and novel writing. 

By the way, I have imagined precisely what it is like to have a child. I woke 
up, and understood, as in a revelation, the precise nature of the pain. Now, if 
I could only see my novel like that- I have being [sic] trying to arrange a 
method of imagining scenes, and writing them, and wrote rather better this 
moming. 185 

Bell too, in a wish to ally the joy of having a child with the emotional impact of the 

novel, uses the analogy of childbirth to describe her feelings about The Waves. Bell 

writes: 

I'm so overcome by the beauty .. .it's impossible not to tell you or give you 
some hint of what's been happening to me. For it's quite as real an 
experience as having a baby or anything else, being moved as you have 

d d . . 186 succee e m movmg me. 

Bell knew that Woolfwould recognise this as paying the highest compliment by 

equating the importance of the novel with that of childbirth. 

In The Waves, Woolfis able to put into words complex emotions mustered by 

her sister's paintings, particularly ones as elusive as Stud/and Beach. Though she 

later omitted this scene from the final version of The Waves, in her drafts of the novel 

Woolf made direct associations between the rhythm of childbirth and the crashing of 

the waves. The following passage works in parallel with Stud/and Beach , an image 

that draws its viewer in and out like the waves against the shore. 

184 Vanessa Bell to Angelica Garnett, 4 May 1950. Bell , Letters, p.535 . 
185 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, Monday (10 August 1908). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 349. 
186 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf(15? October 1931). Bell, Letters. p. 367. 
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Many mothers, & before them many mothers, & again many mothers have 
groaned, & fallen. Like one wave, succeeding another. Wave after wave, 
endlessly sinking & falling as far as the eye can stretch. And all these waves 
have been the prostrate f01ms of mothers, in their nightgowns, with the 
tumbled sheets around them holding up, with a groan, as they sink back into 
the sea. 187 

It is clear that the novel, even without the passage about mothers, struck Bell as 

homage to children and maternity. That is why in her letter to Woolf, Bell uses the 

analogy of childbirth to compliment her sister. A painting like Stud/and Beach, 

peopled only by women and children next to the sea would have undoubtedly struck 

Woolf as relating to the themes of maternity and childbirth. The mutual devotion 

both women felt towards maternity took them in similar directions and varying forms 

of expression. While Woolf s passage actively portrays the kinetic, if not agonising 

image ofmatemity, Bell's Studland Beach evokes a purposeful calm and 

contemplative serenity that the maternal world inspired in her. The sisters bonded by 

encouraging each other to examine, identify, and draw inspiration from the emotional 

complexity and maternal symbolism in each other's work. 

Limitations and Expansion 

The elements in Fry's and Bell's relationship that provided security and 

inspiration were also responsible for its weaknesses. Bell grew more assured as an 

artist because she saw her miistic scope broadening and because she realised that 

uniting her domestic and artistic worlds was possible. Fry's support was at first 

greatly reassuring, but later became a burden as well. He was sympathetic and 

interested in her work and children in a way Clive was not. After receiving a letter 

full of her news from home he replies, 'I got your letter. It was a good one and I 

187 Virginia Woolf, The Wa ves, Introduction by Kate Flint, London: Penguin Books, 1992, p. xxii . 
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loved its being so domestic all about the children. Quentin sounds splendid'. 188 For a 

while, they created their own domestic bliss, since they were both in unconventional 

maniages that left them room for each other. After spending a few days together in 

Asheham House in Sussex while Clive was away, Fry wrote Bell a letter that revels 

in the life they were able to indulge in. 

Oh Nessa, it was good, our little man·ied life, and no one but you could have 
brought it off. .. .I like to think of you now, my dear, with your two cubs 
tucked into their beds and patted into shape like everything else in your 
desirable residence ... And you'll go to bed early like the good little girl in my 
picture of you, and sleep very soundly. And get up and go along the nursery 
to see Quentin and have him say 'morning' to you. Nessa, you'll tell me if 
your nerves get bad and I shall come as soon as possible and nurse you. 189 

The letter describes Fry's awe of Bell as a mother, but his letter also reveals the 

paternalistic way he tended to treat her. He even created a sculpture of her wrapped 

in an embrace with 'her two cubs'. To some extent, Bell's role as a model of 

maternity harkens back to her own mother's example. But as focused as she was on 

her family, Bell did not lose sight of her ati and her own needs. As the relationship 

continued however, Bell began to feel that Fry was more of a father figure than a 

lover, and that he was growing more possessive and tenitorial as time passed. His 

letter, in which he talks to her in a loving but also patronising way, indicates that 

their relationship was based on his caring for and nurturing of her. After their affair 

had ended, she tried to explain that they were too different, that he had 'all kinds of 

intellectual curiosities that [she was] without' and which she did not seek because 

'there's all life apart from intellectual interests', in order to reveal their 

incompatibility. 190 By 1913, when the Omega Workshops were in operation, Bell 

began to feel Fry was too controlling. Since she never considered him to be a very 

good artist, she felt more inspired to paint alongside Grant. 

188 Roger Fry to Yanessa Bell , Thursday (c. 1911): TATE. 
189 Roger Fry to Vanessa Bell, (c. 1912). Roger Fry, Letters, p. 357-58. 
190 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 2 December 1918: TATE. 
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Even after the relationship became a platonic one, Fry continued to provide 

her with invaluable support. She shared her lack of confidence about her work with 

Fry more than with any other person. In part, she continued seeking his support 

because he never failed to provide it, even though he was terribly hurt by her 

termination of their 'little marriage'. It was to Bell ' s credit and Fry's amazement 

that she was able to make all three of her lovers get along reasonably well together 

even after the affairs had passed. 

Oh, why do I admire you? My dear, it would take ages to tell you all I do 
admire you for; but you see, I think you go straight for the things that are 
worth-while-you have done such an extraordinarily difficult thing without 
any fuss: cut thro' all the conventions, kept friends with a pernickety creature 
like Clive, got quit of me and yet kept me your devoted friend, got all the 
things you need for your own development and yet managed to be a splendid 
mother-no, you really can't wonder. You give one a sense of security, of 
something solid and real in a shifting world. I know that for me that's been to 
some extent an illusion: it was the curious feeling that I'd found what was 
absolutely necessary to me in you and that was permanent and solid that 
made the break up so terrific when it came .... No, I don't think you need ever 
doubt yourself. You have genius in your life as well as your art and both are 
rare things, so you can feel pretty well pleased with yourself. 191 

Fry promoted Bell all his life by exhibiting her work, writing articles on her, and by 

being an avid collector of her mi. Clive Bell, on the other hand, rarely mentions his 

wife's paintings in his writing, only referring to her in the acknowledgements of his 

book Art to thank her for her editing work. The experience of maternity, the 

evolution of her artistic style, and her affair with Fry all occurred during the same 

period in her life. She expressed her gratitude to Fry: 

I wanted to tell you that though I suppose the past must be different to me 
from what it is to you perhaps it's not so much so as you think. At any rate 
all that first part of our affair always seems to me one of the most exciting 
times in my life, for apart from the new excitement about painting, finding for 
the first time one whose opinion one cares for who sympathised with and 
encouraged me, you know I really was in love with you and felt very intimate 
with you and it is one of the most exciting things one can do to get to know 
another person really well. 192 

19 1 
Roger Fry to Yanessa Bell, 16 September 1917. Fry, Letters. p.415-416. 

192 
Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 2 December 1918: TATE. 
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19 1 Roger Fry to Vanessa Bell, 16 September 1917. Fry, Letters, p.41 5-416. 
192 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 2 December 1918: TATE. 
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While Bell was involved in a sexual relationship with Fry, she painted a number of 

scenes of maternity and children that are unlike any other work of the time. Her 

work between 1911 and 1913 raises the concept of maternity to a new level, imbuing 

the paintings with a sensitivity and monumentality rendered in a modem, almost 

abstract style. Using her experience as a mother, Bell took her paintings in a new 

direction that backed away from her classical training and was more in line with the 

Post-Impressionist influences Fry exposed her to. The paintings are also a celebration 

of femininity, of motherhood, and fertility. The emotional response Bell had to her 

role as mother, lover, and artist was captured and channelled through paint. 

When Bell became involved with Grant, her work also changed but in a 

manner less directly linked to the theme of maternity. Fry always remained slightly 

jealous of the bond shared by Grant and Bell, yet he was able to suppress his feelings 

for the most part and supported both artistically. Though Fry's letters praise Bell's 

ability to successfully manage her artistic and domestic life, his comments indicate 

that as a female artist, Bell was still subject to limitations. Domestic scenes were 

well suited to Bell because of the amount of time she had to spend in the home. 

Even someone as open minded miistically as Roger Fry advised her and Grant to 

approach their work differently. The domestic environment, Fry suggests, stifles a 

painter like Grant. 

He ought to flaneur in London or Paris for at least two hours every day. He 
ought never to shut himself up in the country. He ought always to watch for a 
subject in the very modified sense in which I've used: the fact being that only 
some such 'subject' , a thing with a delicate point that one could almost (never 
quite) put into words, only such a subject inspires him to the best ofhis 
purely fom1al sensibility.193 

193 Roger Fry to Yanessa Bell , 24 November 191 8. Fry, Letters, p. 438. 
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Fry's advice indicates that for him there remained a dichotomy between the roles of 

the female and male artist. Though his comment may have been made partly out of 

jealousy of the intimate relationship which Grant and Bell enjoyed in seclusion at 

Charleston together, his words betray assumptions about what a married female artist 

with a family could and should undertake as distinct from the role of an unattached 

male artist. Like the French Impressionists, who captured Paris from the viewpoint of 

flfmeurs, Fry indicates that male artists should be allowed the freedom to find 

inspiration in an urban setting, whereas female artists should be content to stay at 

home to create domestic security, escape the wandering male eye, and paint in peace. 

Fry's use of the term fli1neur aptly conveys the significantly greater freedom of 

mobility that male artists still had over their female counterparts in the early 20111 

century. Even when Bell was unmarried, she was restrained as a single, albeit 

beautiful, from walking anywhere she pleased, unable to 'watch for a subject' 

without calling attention to herself in the way that Grant and Fry could do by virtue 

of being men. 

Home as a Reflection of Modern Life 

The image of a flaneur is worlds apart from that of a mother. Bell never had 

the choice ofbeing a flaneur, but she still sought to create innovative, original art 

work that reflected modern life. A flaneur and a mother may have had different 

settings to paint, but that, in itself, does not dictate whether their work should be 

considered as modern. The realisation of a modern, untraditional mi fonn can be 

achieved both in the urban external world and in the domestic interior world. For 

Bell, maiTiage exposed her to modern mi and a broader set of artistic concerns, but 



the event that truly changed her artistic perspective was becoming a mother. Rather 

than allowing her domestic role to limit her, Bell's art flourished as she embraced 

maternity. Domestic scenes gave Bell an opportunity for artistic freedom. 

Maternity, in pmiicular, inspired her most innovative works of art. As her children 

got older and she experienced more as a mother and artist, her work also became 

more sophisticated, replete with subtle nuances and references to maternity and 

motherhood. 
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Chapter 3. 

Motherhood Fulfilled, Childhood Envisioned 

Expressing 'One's Own Ideas' 

Vanessa Bell sought to paint subjects that she could be truthful about and to 

which she could contribute her unique insight. But even after manying Clive she 

struggled to find a movement with which she could identify fully. What she did 

believe and observed throughout her career was that one must find one's own style 

and always seek the truth in painting. She shared her sentiment with Margery 

Snowdon in 1905 soon after quitting the Slade. 

One thing that consoles me always in painting is that I believe all painting is 
worthwhile so long as one honestly expresses one's own ideas. One needn't 
be a great genius- all second rate people are worth having so long as they're 
genuine, because of course one always must have something of one's own to 
say that no one else has been able to say-and that's always interesting-but 
the moment one imitates other people one's done for. 194 

' While painting still-lives and portraits were of great interest to Bell, she did not truly 

find 'something of one's own to say that no one else has been able to say' until she 

began painting maternity. All at once, along with the arrival of Julian and Quentin, 

came the first and second Post-Impressionist exhibitions, the development ofher 

friendship with Fry, and her consequent participation in the Omega Workshops. It 

was not maniage that dramatically changed the direction of her painting, but 

maternity. Conveying the experience of being a mother, recalling her own mother, 

and establishing a matrilineal line in painting of her own where none existed inspired 

Bell. Motherhood opened up an entirely new world in painting, one which allowed 

194 Vanessa Bell to Margery Snowdon, 11 January (1905): TATE. 
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her to focus on composition, colour, mood and form to communicate the emotion 

brought about by children, mothers, and other caregivers. 

Painting maternity may not seem a radical choice of subject for a female 

painter, but the way in which Bell chose to paint scenes of maternity challenged both 

the patriarchal modes of looking at it, as well as the traditional representations of 

maternity. Bell's first commission paved the way for her as a portrait painter because 

ofher ability to produce a good likeness of her sitter. It also meant that she might 

actually make a career as an miist. 'Great family rejoicings, the first commission! A 

Mrs Seton wants a life size portrait of her son, aged 4-or of her son and daughter. 

This is very immediate fruit'. 195 Yet, Bell refused to define her art by what her 

clients demanded. Her approach to painting would change dramatically between the 

years 1905 to 1915. She embraced a style that depended not on likeness but on 

conveying certain emotions through the use of form and colour. The subject of her 

painting would often be mothers and children, but not in the realistic style of 

portraiture which characterised her first commission. 

During the period from 1911 to 1913, Bell's attitude to maternity radically 

changed. While Studland Beach has been discussed earlier, there are two other 

important examples of how maternity impacted on Bell's painting. Nursery Tea and 

Nativity reflect upon the maternal experience, but as images they are extremely 

different both compositionally and stylistically. The works she favoured by other 

artists are also an indication of Bell's changing attitude to maternity. She was 

looking at images by Matisse, Picasso, and Denis, contemporary artists to whom Fry 

introduced her, as well as by the Post-Impressionist masters such as Gauguin. By 

1912, Bell had reached another artistic level altogether. She considered Augustus 

195 Virginia Woolfto Violet Dickson, 30 April (1905). Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p.1 89. 
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John's The Childhood oJPyramus, with its classical reference and depiction of his 

son Pyramus in a sweet traditional style, as passe. The sale of the Jolm, which had 

hung in Gordon Square for some years until it was sold for £600 in August 1912, 

reflects the change in her attitude towards painting and how children should be 

depicted. The sale allowed her to buy what she considered to be a more exciting 

acquisition: Picasso's Pots et Citron. However, as much as Bell was in awe of the 

artists working in France, she felt that she could create her own style relating to her 

own circumstances. In a letter to Fry, she expresses the insecurity she felt on being 

compared to her contemporaries. 

I know you'll tell me tomorrow that she's done a Picasso and you know I 
can't do one because you saw my things beside the Picasso. Oh dear. Never 
mind. I've got a most exciting idea in my head which has been itching there 
for some days hoping to come yet and I shall probably try it tomorrow and its 
not Picasso or anyone but Vanessa. 196 

The exciting idea she refers to in the letter has not been identified as a particular 

painting, but the quote suggests the creative thought process Bell underwent during 

---this period. Despite recurring doubts, she was persistent in her belief that she had 

original and important ideas to convey in a way that no one else had done before. 

Nursery Tea, Studland Beach, and Nativity stand out in her oeuvre as pieces of great 

originality, modernity, and achievement and all convey to different extents the 

experience of maternity. 

Intimate Lens, Imaginative Compositions 

Photography, which was important to varying degrees in Bell's work, holds 

particular significance in Nurse1y Tea and Studland Beach and is another example of 

how Bell blended her domestic life with her artistic one. Bell's interest in 

196 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 6 November 1911: TATE. 
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photography had begun dming childhood, when she and Woolfspent many hours in 

the night nursery developing their pictures. In her diary entry from February 14, 

1897, Woolfwrites: 

After tea Nessa and I developed in the night nursery. One odd one of Stella 
and Jack on the sands back without being exposed. The Catholic Church 
came out, but not well, and we thought it too uninteresting to keep. . . . The 
batch of films is 1515 M. 197 

Their great-aunt, Julia Margaret Cameron, instilled in them a great appreciation for 

photography as an art fonn. While photography was still considered by many as a 

hobby and as a way to record events, for Cameron photography was an artistic 

medium, one in which she could apply artistic concepts to create a work of art. Their 

Aunt's influence continued with their own artistic sensibility to establish 

photography as an artistic preoccupation in which the girls participated together. 

Woolfs diary entry reveals that the sisters, at such an early age, were already taking 

their camera out to the beach for pictures and becoming discerning about which 

images were worth keeping. 

As an adult, photography continued to fascinate Bell because not only could 

she chronicle her personal life in black and white but photography also broadened the 

way she looked at the composition of scenes. She was particularly interested in 

taking pictures of her children, many of which show them striking dramatic poses or 

posing as putti, naked angels against the idyllic backdrop of Charleston. Her 

fascination with her children led her to paint them often. However, she often 

struggled to paint them in a rigorously modem way because her emotional 

attachment to them distracted her vision. Discussing her trouble with an unidentified 

painting, she told Fry 'I'm trying to get the composition of a picture of the children 

but it's difficult. They are both much too beautiful and Quentin can't possibly be 

197 Virginia Woolf, A Passionate Apprentice, edited by Mitchell Leaska, London: Hogarth Press, 
1990, p.35. 
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anything but old Masterish' .198 Neve1iheless, for both Nursery Tea and Studland 

Beach she was able to eliminate her children's facial characteristics and by de-

emphasising their beauty for the sake of the composition she was clearly putting her 

artistic interests above her maternal involvement with her subjects. When she worked 

on the final version of Studland Beach in her studio, the image of Julian with his 

nurse Mabel appears to have been transposed from the photograph to the painting 

(fig. 19). This decision suggests that seeing the composition in a photo inspired Bell 

to include similar forms in her painting and supports the idea that she considered the 

painting an ode to maternity. Set against the beach hut, Bell reverses the figures so 

that they have their backs to the viewer and the beach hut is in front of them. But the 

summer hats, the pose of Mabel kneeling and resting her body on one arm, and 

Julian's position next to Mabel indicate that Bell used this or a similar photograph as 

a painter's aid. In her notes about Julian, she recalled the summers they spent 

together before the First World War: 'summers at Asheham/ Playing in a tub of 

water/ summers before that at Studland. A lovely photograph of him taken on the 

beach- big and simple' .199 

Snapshots of Julian and Quentin with their nurses give some indication of the 

inspiration for Nurse1y Tea' s radical composition and the deliberate vagueness of its 

figures' features. In one image ofQuentin and Julian being taken for a walk, the 

children's faces are lit up with sunlight but the nurses' faces are obscured by their 

hats and fade into the background. Another photograph of the children and nurses 

show them all holding hands, but the nurses ' heads are chopped off completely. Bell 

purposefully cropped the image to put the primary focus on her children. While 

doing so may indicate a deprecatory attitude towards her household help, it seems 

198 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 10 January (191 3): TATE. 
199 Vanessa Bell , 'Notes on Julian for Memoir Club ' July 1937 : KCC 
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more likely that Bell was able to treat her servants purely formally in her art, while it 

was almost impossible for her to do the same with her children. Nursery Tea was an 

experiment in what Bell described as mosaicing, using patches of paint to create life 

rather than narrative or facial characteristics (fig. 20). The more she could use forms 

and blocks of colour to convey emotion instead of facial detail, the closer she would 

get to mastering the art f01m. During this period in her career, Bell struggled with 

what she described as getting 'form into heads and figures without saying more than 

one wants to about them' .200 Because she was able to distance herself from the 

nurses, she succeeded in using them as pure forms that balance the composition. She 

was almost unable to use her children as pure forms. In Nursery Tea, the children's 

faces are far from detailed, however their gazes are emphasised and some degree of 

their emotion is conveyed, by contrast with the nurses who reveal no emotion 

whatsoever-they are made into compositional objects, inanimate like the table and 

chairs in the picture. The figures of the nurses are strong, stable forms that aid the 

picture's composition but do not create emotional substance. 

During this period, Bell was trying to formulate her own theories about art. 

Her works from 1912 to 1914 show how she was trying to give form precedence over 

narrative. To Leonard Woolf, she explained that there were other elements in art that 

could convey emotion other than the traditional ones that relied on narrative, 

personal characteristics, and realism. 

It can't be the object of a great artist to tell you facts at the cost of telling you 
what he feels about them ... The picture does convey the idea off01m ... but 
not the idea of f01m associated with anything in life, but simply form 
separated from life. As a matter of fact we do first feel the emotion and then 
look at the picture ... at least I do. The reason I think that artists paint life and 
not patterns is that certain qualities of life, what I call movement, mass, 

. h h 1 . 1 201 we1g t ave a est 1etlc va ue. 

200 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Sunday (Fall1912): TATE. 
201 Vanessa Bell to Leonard Woolf, 22 January (1913) . Bell, Letters, p. 133. 
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Bell's emotional response to motherhood and maternity was both inspirational but 

also limiting. She did not pursue abstraction fully because, despite making subject 

matter secondary, she was not comf01iable with completely eliminating the human 

element from her paintings, especially when she treated subjects close to her heart. 

Struggling with Form and Content 

Despite a conscious attempt to avoid placing emphasis on content in her 

images, Bell could not focus on form alone. In works such as Nativity and Stud/and 

Beach she is able to focus on form primarily by either creating figures with 

indiscernible features or by placing their backs to the viewer. But in an image such 

as Nursery Tea, content takes greater precedence; one not only feels the emotion 

drawn out by colour and form, but one wants to discern the features of the two 

children. Revealing the struggle she always had between form and content, Bell 

would later explain to Julian: 

There is a language simply of form and colour that can be as moving as any 
other and that seems to affect one quite as much as the greatest poetry of 
words . At least so it seems to me but I admit that it is very difficult to be sure 
for of course the form and colour nearly always represent life and I suppose 

11 . . 202 
any a uswns may creep m. 

By 1914, Bell succeeded in creating a purely abstract work of art. In Woolfs case, 

her most radical departure from conventional forms of literature occurred when she 

wrote The Waves, a novel published in 1931 that focuses on fom1 rather than content 

and eliminates nanative entirely. But both women felt, after their experimentation, 

an unavoidable need to return to allusions to life in their art. Bell explains to Woolf, 

by means of an analogy to painting, how much she enjoyed and understood The 

202 Vanessa Bell to Julian Bell , Saturday, 25 January (1936). Bell, Letters, p. 406. 
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Waves- she appreciated what Woolfwas trying to do because she had attempted to 

do the same herself. 

Will it seem to you absurd and conceited or will you understand at all what I 
mean if I tell you that I've been working hard lately at an absurd great picture 
I've been painting off and on the last 2 years and ifl could only do what I 
want to- but I can't- it seems to me it would have some sort of analogous 
meaning to what you've done. How can one explain. But to me, painting a 
floor covered with toys and keeping them all in relation to each other and the 
figures and the space of the floor and the light on it means something of the 
same sort that you seem to me to mean. However, I know quite well that my 
painting will mean it to no one else. Only perhaps it helps me to understand 
what you're about. Perhaps. 203 

By referring to a floor covered with toys and the composition itself, Bell highlights 

the two most important issues she dealt with as a painter-how to give the form 

primacy in the composition of the painting while simultaneously dealing with a 

domestic subject. Bell's statement also gives a good indication of how her vision 

worked-domestic messes, children, and household help all became part of the 

tableaux of her art because she saw these objects and characters apart from their 

domestic context yet felt deeply entrenched in it. This dualism led to innovative 

artistic techniques that, by virtue of the painter's deep absorption in her domestic life, 

deal with domestic subjects almost incidentally. 

Motherhood Realised, Imagined, and Imaged 

Nursery Tea combines many of Bell's domestic and artistic interests. 

Influenced by the Post-Impressionists, her photographic skills, and her desire to 

incorporate elements from the mosaics she admired in Turkey and Italy into modem 

painting, Nursery Tea became one ofBell's most successful and adventurous artistic 

experiments. On a personal front, Bell was at a point where she felt fully recovered 

203 Yanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, (15? October 1931): BERG. The quote by Bell refers to the 
painting Th e Nurse1y (1930-32) present whereabouts unknown and possibly desh·oyed. 
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from her miscatTiage, encouraged by Fry' s belief in her talent, and was thoroughly 

enjoying the experience of having children. Though Nurse1y Tea is seen through the 

eyes of a mother, the scene is influenced by her childhood experiences as well. The 

nursery was where Bell demonstrated early on her ability to control a scene and her 

subjects. It was a site to which she attached great importance not only because of her 

own experience in the nursery, but also because of her concern for her children's 

experience of it. Woolf recalled her sister's prowess in the nursery where Bell 'was 

able to care for the three little creatures that were younger than she was'. Woolf 

added, 'I can imagine that she attached great importance to the way in which Thoby 

sat in his highchair, and appealed to Nurse to have him properly fastened there before 

he was allowed to eat his porridge'. 204 As a counterpart to Woolf's memory ofher 

sister's adept, charge-taking skills at the breakfast table, one of Bell's earliest 

memories ofWoolfwas set in a similar scene. 

Why do I see so clearly, a very rosy, chubby baby, with bright green eyes, 
sitting in a high chair at the nursery table, drumming impatiently for her 
breakfast? She cannot have been more than two and I therefore only about 
four and a half. But it is a vivid memory to me.205 

Nursery Tea, with its humorous, whimsical, and imaginative take on a nursery meal 

draws inspiration from Bell's childhood memories ofThoby, Virginia, and Adrian 

even though it was painted with her own children in mind. 'Do you know I am 

contemplating getting a high chair such as you used to have to eat your pmTidge 

from', she informed Woolf soon after Julian was born.206 Sitting on their high chairs 

watching the nurse allocate the cakes, the almost faceless figures in Nursery Tea 

betray little emotion. Bell uses their faces only to r v al the direction in which the 

J04 - Woolf, MOB, p. 28. 
205 Bell , SIP!, p, 55. 
206 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, August 10 (1908): BERG. 
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figures are looking in order to show the viewer how to 'read' the scene, drawing 

one's eye in a circle around the table. 

Working on Nursery Tea was an exciting chance for Bell to experiment with 

both the Post-Impressionist influences she absorbed tlu·ough her involvement with 

Fry as well as the mosaics she admired during her trips to Turkey and Ravem1a. To 

Fry, she detailed the hard work she put into creating an innovative piece that drew 

inspiration not only from recent artistic developments but also from Byzantine art. 

I have been painting my nursery scene which is rather comic, but I am just in 
an exciting stage as I flatter myself that I am painting in an entirely new way 
(for me). Probably you'll think it exactly like everything else I've ever done. 
I am trying to paint as if I were mosaicing-not by painting in spots but by 
considering the picture as patches each of which has to be filled by the 
definite space of colours as one has to do with mosaic or wool work, not 
allowing myself to brush the patches into each other. Its amusing to make 
these experiments even if they don't succeed. I think this one ought to give 
me something of the life one seems to get with mosaic. I don't know if it 
will.207 

Nursery Tea is Bell's attempt to use the mosaic technique in a modem way, not by 

using tiny pieces oftesserae but by avoiding the academic way of creating form and 

space through tone, shadowing, and chiaroscuro. In Nursery Tea, each block of 

colour is independent, an indication of how stubbornly Bell held back from the 

artistic conventions of blending colours and avoided the use of shadows to create 

space and dimension. She was by no means the only artist who was trying to 

develop the technique involving a 'mosaic' of paint. Matisse before and during his 

Fauve period and Camden Town painters such as Waiter Sickert, later Harold 

Gilman and Spencer Gore all utilised blobs and dabs of paint to create flat and bold 

forms . Bell would have been exposed to their works of art and influenced by them-

but she sought to make her own interpretation of the mosaic teclmique original and 

different by choosing subjects about domesticity and maternity. It was not just 

207 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 5 & 6 June 1912: TATE. 
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mosaics that inspired Bell to experiment in this style. Her experience working with 

wool taught her to paint in blocks of colour that would work together to convey a 

whole image when complete. 

While Studland Beach evokes a sober and pensive atmosphere, Nurse1y Tea 

takes a novel view of maternity and childhood. None ofthe figures look in the same 

direction, the tea table is angled in an extreme manner, and the subject of nursery 

teatime has been elevated to the status of high art. In her notes to Fry, Bell 

acknowledges that the humour elicited by the painting is not just because of its 

subject, but also due to its vibrant colours and pastel hues. She describes her 

depiction of Quentin in the painting as 'the one spot of satisfactory colour with his 

orange hair in a bright pink dress'. She adds, 'I wish I were in France too painting 

those colours. London is too awful. I can see nothing out of doors. It's all so 

dingy'. 208 Despite her complaints about the weather, the experience of painting 

Nurse1y Tea allowed her to spend time with her children and experiment with 

painting in an entirely,new way using a vivid palette. 'I always think so entirely of 

how glad I shall be to see them that it is a great surprise to find that they have any 

feelings on their side!-and very flattering' . 209 Nurse1y Tea emanates with good 

humour inspired by the joy she derived from observing her children. 

An artist wishing to portray one's children in paint was not a new concept, 

but the manner in which Bell painted them and her insight as a mother makes her 

work stand out in contrast to that of her male counterparts. Bell kept referring to 

Nursery Tea as an experiment in her letters to Fry, perhaps because she considered it 

to be such a groundbreaking 'take' on a domestic. Around the same time she was 

208 Yanessa Bell to Rogery Fry, (Summer) 1912: TATE. 
209 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 19 August 19 (1912): TATE. 
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working on Nursery Tea , she visited the New English Art Club's exhibition only to 

find herself bored and disappointed with what the establishment was painting. 

The only decent painting there is a pmirait by Sickert which is of course very 
good painting but dull . It makes everything else look too silly for words. 
Rothenstein has that large painting of his 3 children standing dressed up 

d . h" h . h d 210 un er a picture w IC IS rat er goo . 

The William Rothenstein painting Bell refers to is most likely The Princess 

Badroulbadour of 1908 (fig. 21). Rothenstein depicts his three children in Arabic 

dress standing under a Renaissance painting of the birth of the Virgin. While the 

image relinquishes the Victorian obsession with ornate and extravagant decoration 

despite its references to The Arabian Nights tales, it still draws upon some other 

Victorian conventions. Rothenstein's image derives from a long tradition in English 

mi of painting prettily sentimental scenes that Bell made every effort to avoid in her 

work after 1910. Rothenstein looked to the past, influenced by the Renaissance and 

Orientalism, in order to create his charming depiction of his three children. Bell's 

paintings are inspired by maternity but they are not enslaved to traditional depictions 

of it. Ultimately, her work celebrates femininity and motherhood without resorting 

to prettiness and saccharine convention. However, despite some of the more 

conventional aspects ofRothenstein's work, Bell was able to appreciate The Princess 

Badroulbadour. Though she had abandoned the influence of Whistler, Sargent, and 

Rothenstein, and considered her work more progressive, she still appreciated the 

effmis of an artist who was able to paint well using more traditional standards. 

As much as she felt she was making progress in painting, Bell always 

qualified her statements with doubt about her work. Her insecurity was real; but it 

was also a device she used to avoid disappointment and to fish for compliments. Bell 

wrote to Fry recalling Clive's response to Nursery Tea. 

2 10 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Monday (Sunm1er 1912): TATE. 
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I'm very excited about my nursery scene- though I think it will most likely 
turn out a failure. But it may be useful to me as an experiment. Clive roared 
with laughter when he saw it! He thinks it partly Cubist and partly [Simon] 
Bussy! Its not really so exciting as it sounds.211 

The doubt permeating Bell's excitement shows that she was wary of how people 

would interpret the work. She felt she was painting something entirely Vanessa, not 

Picasso, yet her own husband wished to categorise it with existing styles. Though 

Clive recognised the humour in the painting, he seemed to have missed the fact that 

the painting's subject is entirely her own and the way she saw the experience of 

nursery tea could not have been duplicated by Simon Bussy or Pablo Picasso. 

A Modern Nativity 

The experience of motherhood changed the direction ofBell's art completely. 

Not only did she draw inspiration from it, but she also felt that she could reflect on it 

in a way that had never been realised before in art. Bell painted her Nativity, a work 

destroyed during the Blitz but preserved in photos, between 1912 and 1913 in 

response to another nativity scene she had seen and had found distasteful (the 

painting has not been identified).212 Bell's Nativity is undoubtedly modem, even by 

today' s standards (fig. 22). In her correspondence with Fry, she shows enthusiasm 

for the subject and openness to experimentation that she drew from his influence and 

her own growing confidence. Her letters to him from this time are sensual, excited, 

and chatty, ranging from her praise of his 'nice back to his neck and very seductive 

shoulders' to her 'taste for love-making' with him 'in the midst of quite ordinary 

1 !1 
- Vanes sa Bell to Roger Fry, 8 June 1912 : TA TE. 
2 12 The painting has been referred to by two titles: Moth er and Child and also Nati vity; the latter is 
how Fry referred to it. The work is no longer extant but appears as an illustration from Vogue 
February 1926. 
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things- it turns them into something else' .213 While she was undergoing a kind of 

sensual liberation, she was also experiencing an miistic one. In October of 1912, she 

wrote, 'I am more interested in my Nativity which at present I still find absurdly 

exciting. I suppose its such a size that we will take a long time to work through each 

stage and the depressed stage is still to come'. 214 Less than a week later she 

infotmed him 'I've been pounding away at my Nativity but I'm not sure I shan't take 

a rest from it soon so as to get a fresh eye. I don't know what's happening but its 

slow work anyhow' .215 Bell's use ofthe word 'pounding' suggests the tough 

approach she took to this work- she saw it as a challenge that she would have to 

overcome intellectually and visually. This much stronger confidence shows how 

much she had recovered by late 1912 from her miscatTiage in Turkey a year 

previously. There can be no doubt that this recovery was due largely to Fry's 

companionship on both atiistic and personal fronts. He challenged her theories of art 

so that she found herself' altering such essential things that it keeps [me] alive' , 

eagerly awaiting the next time they met since she had 'a great many theories with 

which to attach you- some but not now' .216 The appeal of Bell's Nativity is evident 

in Fry's admiration for it: he hung it in a prominent position at Durbins, his home, 

and devoted a large part of his article in Vogue to discussing the painting. 

Fry's article in Vogue February 1926, argues that the mastery of Bell as an 

artist should be considered even more amazing because she is an English woman 

painter. Clive Bell never championed his wife in this manner, preferring to advocate 

his own writing on mi whilst supporting the Bloomsbury artists as a group. Long 

after their affair had ended, Fry continued to support Bell's artwork in public. His 

213 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, I I September 1912, second quote 12 October 1912: TA TE. 
2 14 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 17 October 1912 : TATE. 
215 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 22 October 1912 : TATE. 
216 Vanes sa Bell to Roger Fry, 17 October 1912: TA TE. 



miicle identifies the bias that existed in the English ati world, 'the theory which is 

almost universally held that women are incapable of first rate creative work in the 

visual arts which must have a powerful depressive effect' on female artists.Z 17 

Perhaps influenced by Bell ' s lack of confidence, despite her success in the art world, 

Fry continues: 

No artist who is not gifted with fatuous conceit can pass through life without 
occasional grave misgivings as to the genuineness ofhis vocation, and at such 
critical moments the woman artist has to meet in her own mind that terrible 
theory of her fundamental incapacity qua woman.218 

His intentions were good, though he often reveals his own biases concerning female 

artists by constantly focusing on gender above many other attributes . 

All I wish to make out is that if, on the strictest grounds of criticism, V anessa 
Bell takes her place, as I think she does, in the front rank of British painters 
of today, we have a right to feel a special admiration for an artist who has 
made good against such odds. 219 

Despite the limitations of his argument, Fry's article confirms that his admiration for 

Bell was not just based on his love and devotion to her, but that he truly respected 

her as an artist. Because Fry saw Bell so often in the capacity of homemaker and 

mother, he seemed unable to see her work without relating it to her domestic role. 

This is perhaps the trouble critics today have in viewing Bell's role. Because she 

was domestic and her work reflects her fascination with domesticity, critics keen on 

focusing on the avant-garde ignore her work, even though she was employing 

untraditional techniques in art and challenging traditional concepts ofhome life. 

Fry uses the Nativity in his article to illustrate Bell's psychological depth and 

originality. He describes this work as belonging to her fauve petiod with its 'stark 

architectural constructions' that convey an 'almost crude simplicity of statement' .220 

217 Roger Fry, 'Vanessa Bell ', Vogue, Feb 1926, p. 33. 
2 18 Ibid. , p. 33. 
2 19 Ibid. , p. 33 . 
220 Ibid. , p. 35. 
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He admires the painting because 'it is of peculiar interest as a case where the point of 

departure was psychological, though the etat dame translated itself at once into 

purely plastic and spatial terms' .221 Even more, he respected the work for what it 

reveals about Bell's self-discipline as an artist. She is able to pursue rigorously the 

formal considerations of the work while allowing subconscious psychological 

emotions to appear as well. 

This particular psychological origin is an unfamiliar one in the history of art. 
Nativities have been treated hundreds of times, but always from the 
masculine point of view and with strong evidence of that defensive idealism 
with which the male inevitably regards the situation. I know of no other 
instance in which the woman's point of view has been given. The bleak 
isolation, the purely animal sense of release from pain, the utter lassitude 
emerge here and actually supply the motive for a curiously original and 
powerful formal design. It is this that seems to have suggested to the artist 
her idea of the long horizontal base which is emphasised by the uprights to 
the left and only mitigated by the pyramid of the seated figure. I feel, too, 
that it was through a sense of the isolation of such a state that she arrived at 
the strange notion of the vast empty background. 222 

Focusing on the positioning of the shapes and empty spaces, Fry argues for the 

painting to be seen not just for its subject matter but also as a successful combination 

of architectural forms. However, subject matter cannot be completely eliminated 

because the raison d' etre of the paintings is the emotional impact of childbirth, 

penetrating the subconscious of the artist and viewer. The image reveals striking 

paradoxes: batTen spaces and a fertile subject matter, spare architectural design and 

abundant psychological interest. Bell would to some extent grapple with form versus 

content for the rest of her life, creating works in which the balance was often tipped. 

Fry's intense interest and admiration for this work stemmed from his ' regret that 

Vanessa Bell has never again risked so ambitious an attempt' which he attributes to 

'no doubt the 1icher, subtler and more complex texture which modem painting has 

22 1 Ibid. , p. 35. 
222 Ibid., p. 35 . 
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once more taken on' .223 Fry atTived at this analysis from looking closely at the 

painting over a number of years as it hung in his living room. The painting must 

have also been important to Fry for sentimental reasons. Throughout the process of 

painting it, Bell asked for constant feedback from Fry. Both felt as if they had gone 

through the process of its creation together, smiing through its problems and seeing it 

from conception to finish. 

Nativity evokes emotions similar to a religious experience due to its 

monumental size and subject, yet the image purposefully secularises an image 

usually associated with Christianity. Anyone familiar with Christian art cannot look 

at a nativity scene without referring it to the Madonna and child and Bell uses the 

inevitable association to her advantage. She then takes a step forward by 

emphasising the female strength and the miracle of the childbearing itself, rather than 

focusing on the importance of the baby. She had admired Piero della Francesca for 

his nativity scenes and Michelangelo for his depictions of mother and child, but she 

felt that those paintings were concerned mostly with the holy, religious aspect of the 

painting rather than the emotional one between mother and child. 

It makes a telling comparison to juxtapose Bell's Nativity with her favourite 

painting, Piero della Francesca's Nativity in the National Gallery (fig. 23). 224 With 

its heavenly angels serenading the holy family, the baby Jesus in the foreground 

reaching out to its mother, and the shepherd pointing to the heavens in recognition of 

God, Piero's Nativity evokes a triumphant, joyful, and contemplative ode to Christ's 

bitih. There are debts to Piero in Bell's Nativity in the composition and use of space, 

but she has omitted almost all his detail and made her scene a homage to feminine 

223 Ibid ., p. 35. 
224 Bell constantly referred to Piero in her correspondence. In Roger Fry 's Autograph Book (KCC), 
she noted that Piero 's Nativity was her favourite painting. Incidentally, Clive Bell chose Piero 's 
Baptism as his favourite . Dignity and !mpudence, which are represented by two dogs in Sir Edwin 
Henry Landseer's saccharine allegory, was chosen by Vanessa Bell as her least favourite. 
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strength and motherhood rather than an image honouring the baby Jesus. Hence, she 

paints only adult female figures, creates forn1 though simple lines and angles, and 

eliminates the centrality ofthe figure of the baby. There can be no doubt that Piero's 

Nativity had been on Bell's mind while she painted her Nativity. She wished to 

capture its monumentality and power, without losing its serenity and beauty. The 

angels in the left corner are replaced by two standing attendants whose heads are 

bowed in adoration, but the simple folds of their clothing hint at their similarity to 

Piero's angels. The most obvious similarity can be observed in the sitting figure of 

Joseph who has been replaced in Bell's work by a female attendant who sits with her 

hands clasped in a manner almost identical to Joseph's. However, while Joseph 

looks at the shepherd pointing to the sky in Piero 's painting, the female attendant in 

Bell's painting looks with serious awe at the figures on the bed. The women around 

the mother all bow their heads in honour of the mother and in contemplation of their 

own maternity. While the baby and its holiness is the focus ofPiero's painting, Bell 

places the baby encircled by the cradle of the mother's arm, again emphasising both 

the mother's labour and the miracle of birth. The blank wall in the painting, an 

empty space in the middle, troubled her yet she felt it was important to keep the 

space there to maintain the tension in the scene. 

Throughout her work on the Nativity, Bell felt that she was on a great 

adventure, driven by her ambition and determination to paint on a large canvas using 

spare composition and detail. At the same time, she was aware that the subject she 

was depicting was an untraditional nativity that might be perceived by some as 

blasphemous. In a letter discussing her problem with the space to Fry, Bell indicates 

that she knew her painting was unconventional and that it might, with its dark 

ski1med baby and attention to childbearing, go against religim.is convention. 



God was angry with me for what I said about my Nativity in my letter to you. 
I had a wretched day on Friday painting and repainting getting thoroughly 
depressed. Yes I do think its empty. I suppose it really is. I don't believe 
there's enough design in it to cmTy it through. What a fool I was to embark 
on such a thing I thought and I still don't see any way at all. How is one to 
get form into heads and figures without saying more than one wants to about 
them? That's part of my difficulty at present. 22 5 

Bell's intent was to create a modem nativity unlike any in the past, one that inspired 

strong, celebratory emotion similar to that felt upon seeing great religious works of 

art. But in Nativity it is clear that the artist honours the mother, rather than God. 

Bell's Nativity is deliberately secular. It depicts a divine moment, but not necessarily 

one that belongs to the Christian faith. Though Leslie Stephen was a staunch atheist, 

the Stephen children felt some confusion about religion and its significance. Bell's 

reflection on the moment she realised she did not believe in religion adds further 

evidence to why she wished to create a nativity scene without overt religious 

overtones. 

Having been brought up to believe in nothing in particular, I was converted to 
Christianity (of a rather vague kind, I admit) when I was about twelve by 
some well brought-up children of the same age. It lasted two or three years, 
then one day walking through Kensington Garden and enjoying the sight of 
the trees, suddenly I knew quite certainly that religion meant nothing to me 
and that never again need I bother about it. It was a great relief. 226 

Nativity reflects on a theme rather than re-enacts an actual childbirth- to make the 

subject more universal the figures ' faces had to be empathic yet serene without being 

representational and overly emotional. As usual, Bell chose to obscure and veil all 

the emotions she wished the scene to convey rather than allow them to be 

transparent. 

When she exhibited this image, Bell attracted the critics' attention by her 

choice of subject and her style of painting. The critics' responses reveal that they 

had trouble getting past Bell's femininity, though many heralded her achievement. 

225 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Sunday (Autunm 1912): TATE. 
226 Bell, SIP!, p. 106. 
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The Daily Telegraph called Nativity 'powerful and expressive', while the Pall Mall 

Gazette effused over her rendition of motherhood, referring to her painting as 

TAT l B b . . . 227 rroman anc. a y m Its review. 

Her large subject 'Woman and Baby' is one of the most poignant designs that 
one remembers in modem painting. The broad sculpturesque compositions 
may be derived from Puvis de Chavannes, but it has an intensely human 
interest, clothed in a primitive passion, that seems to sweep aside all 
conventional barriers... None but a woman, none but a great artist, could 
have so perfectly expressed, with a new sympathy, all the pathos and 
bewilderment of this time-worn theme. 228 

Instead of focusing on the original emptiness of the canvas or highlighting the 

minimalist quality of the forms, the unconventional aspect of this painting appeared 

to be that its creator was a woman. While he is full of praise for Bell, the critic also 

seems to miss the point of the painting- a celebration of nativity without the pomp 

and religiosity of nativity scenes ofthe past. He does not seem to be aware that the 

painting contains a quiet joy in creation, taking the stark blankness at the canvas' 

centre and lack of detail in the figures to be an indication of 'pathos and 

bewilderment'. 

Painting Paternity 

Clive Bell liked the security ofhaving his wife to fall back on when his 

relationships failed or when he needed a calming influence. Licking his wounds over 

a failed relationship, Clive always had the option of returning home to Bell. The 

following letter ofBell's sheds light on the almost maternal concern she maintained 

for her husband. 

227 Spalding, Vanessa Bell, p. 127. 
228 Pall Mall Gazette, 8 January 1914. Spalding, Vanessa Bell, p. 127. 
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Of course you'll be very welcome here- only I'm so sorry- ! can't bear to 
think of you unhappy. It seems somehow wrong and unnatural. I know 
nothing and though of course I want to know I am content to wait until you 
care to tell me. You needn't have any fear of 'butting in' on me and Duncan 
you must know that, though it never seems necessary to say so. You can 
always depend on me and if we can be of any use so much the better. 229 

In this letter Bell reassures her husband of his lasting place in her home; however, it 

is clear that his visits to Cassis and Charleston were as a welcomed guest and not as 

her husband returning to his rightful place. Quentin Bell describes Clive's 

homecoming as that of a beloved but rarely seen visitor who came bearing gifts, 

sophistication, and his latest lady love. 

His children greeted him with excited joy. They were moved, not only by 
affection, but by a feeling that in coming to Charleston, he brought something 
of the great world .... then too he would bring a lovely companion who, from 
her hand-bag or band-box, might produce anything from a storybook to a toy
theatre. 230 

Clive's paternal emotions seemed to be invested in his writing rather than in his 

children, though Bell also encouraged him to do as he wanted so that she could also 

please herself. In his dedication address to Virginia Woolfin Civilization he 

explains: 

It is that you alone of my friends were in at the birth and have followed the 
fortunes of this backward and ill-starred child. You alone know that it was the 
first conceived of all my brood, and that all the rest (except some collections 
of articles) have, in a sense come out of it. 23 1 

His analogy between childbirth and authorship for the benefit of Woolf demonstrates 

how Clive was capable of strong emotional attachment but lacked strong feelings 

when corresponding with Bell about their own children. Like his book Art, Clive Bell 

makes grandiose claims in Civilization and boldly states his opinions of what 

women 's roles in a civilised society should be. He advises that it would be wise for 

229 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, Sunday(February 1927) : TA TE. 
230 Richard Shone, Bloomsbwy Portraits, London: Phaidon, 1993, p. 167. 
23 1 Clive Bell, Civilization, p. v. 
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England to follow the classical Athenian model, one that defines two altemative roles 

for women, either as a housewife and slave or a hetairae, a mistress . 

Truly, the ordinary Athenian housewife was treated very much as though she 
were a highly respected slave. Naturally, for a housewife is a slave. And in 
this, as in most matters, the Athenians tried to see things as they are. They 
faced facts and called upon intellect to deal with them, thus elaborating a 
civilization in advance of anything that went before or has come after. ... For 
the housewife is a worker; and the Athenian housewife was recognized as 
such. She was treated with the respect due to every honest and capable 
worker; but she did not, because by the nature of her interests and 
occupations she could not, belong to the highly civilized and civilizing elite. 
The Athenians appreciated her importance; but they also appreciated the 
importance of the highly civilized woman- they appreciated her importance 
as a means to civilization. They knew that without an admixture of the 
feminine point of view and the feminine reaction, without feminine taste, 
perception, intuition, wit and subtlety, devotion, perversity, and scepticism, a 
civilization must be lop-sided and incomplete. And for this feminine 
ingredient they depended on the hertairae. That at least is how I see it. 232 

A few paragraphs later, Bell explains that since 'the most intimate community of 

thought and feeling can hardly exist between a man and woman without love-

making, the hertairae, as a matter of course, became his mistress' . 233 In so many 

words, Clive Bell was giving an explanation for his own view conceming his 

marriage and the way he chose to live. He treated his wife, a talented painter in her 

own right, as the housewife/slave necessary for society's foundation but not as a 

highly civilised woman. Though Bell's talent was in her ability to merge both her 

artistic and domestic worlds, Clive Bell sought 'highly civilized society' elsewhere, 

intellectually with Woolf and both socially and sexually with his mistresses such as 

Mary Hutchinson. 

Though Bell always kept up a loyal front as Clive's wife, his view on their 

maiTiage and his lack of concem for it must have affected her. A painting such as 

Clive Bell and His Family, one of her rare paintings ofClive, was her way of 

demonstrating in an emotional , artistic, and intellectual way the complex 

232 Ibid ., p. 232-233 . 
233 Ibid ., p. 235 . 
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relationships that existed in her family. She was also capable of using her mi, as she 

had with her portrait ofMary Hutchinson, to poke fun at her subject. Initially, the 

painting appears to conf01m to the convention of group p01iraiture: a father in the 

country painted with his children. But subtly, Bell inflects various untraditional 

touches that say more about her subject. 

Painted by Bell in 1924, Clive Bell and His Family reveals the tension 

between Clive Bell's position as father and as guest (fig. 24). Detached, remote, yet 

united within the frame, the family looks everywhere but at each other. The absence 

of the mother who is the painter reverses the tradition of miists painting their wives 

and children. With the mother in control, Bell is able to make a statement about the 

dichotomy between Clive's private and public persona. He is the wealthy, country 

gentleman with his family but also, beneath the facade, he is an absent father and a 

cuckold. The painting shows his inability to be involved with his children to a deep 

extent and the presence of Angelica, innocently playing at his feet, provides irony 

and further detachment on Clive's part. Indirectly, the painting also involved the two 

other men in Bell's life. Roger Fry owned the painting, referring to it in his 1926 

Vogue article about Bell. The painting also establishes Grant's paternity through the 

presence of his daughter Angelica who stands innocently between her 'other' father's 

legs. 

To his credit, Clive Bell was supportive of Bell when she became pregnant 

with Grant's child. His acceptance of Angelica as his own daughter was a public 

front, but it was also convincing in private. Until she was eighteen, Angelica 

believed he was her father and never fully got over the duplicity in which her parents 

involved her. Clive Bell responded to Bell 's news of her pregnancy with his 

characteristic practicality, a hint of condescension, and a blase attitude. 



But, my dear Nessa, if it makes you happy I don't even consider you foolish. 
Also, if I understand Mr Bradshaw right, in the future a 3rd baby will entitle 
us to income tax abatement! I may as well tell Mary at once. She would 
know in any case because she knows that I haven't been to bed with you for 
ages. Everyone will know. I don't see that it matters a pin; though I agree 
with you seeing no point in publishing it. Who knows, my family may make 
some contribution! 234 

The basis for the mutual understanding between Grant, Clive Bell, and Fry was that 

they all basked in the domestic warmth Bell provided. In order to partake in her 

offering of an idyllic domesticity, they would all have to bear with each other and get 

along. As Angelica Gamett put it, 'Duncan and Clive had this in common, that they 

both adored domesticity and Vanessa provided them each with an atmosphere that 

was mixed exactly to their taste,' a statement easily applied to Fry as well. 235 

Juggling three men who were, in their own way, reliant on Bell and her 

affection required diplomacy and sensitivity. As long as she could assure each of 

them that she would always have space for them within her domestic sphere, the 

threat of losing her became bearable. In 1915, Bell and Grant began a physical affair, 

though by 1913, when she broke off sexual relations with Fry she had already fallen 

in love with Grant. Despite his homosexuality, Grant embarked on an affair because 

of his emotional attachment to Bell and their shared passion for art. He knew that 

she very much wanted to consummate her love for him, and, for a time, he 

acquiesced to her desire. While Clive took Bell's affair with Grant in his stride as he 

had her affair with Fry, Bell felt the need to explain her love for Grant to Fry and was 

concerned with how the affair affected him. In a letter to Fry explaining why she had 

concealed her affair with Grant, she wrote: 

As long as I felt sure that my feeling for Duncan did not affect my feeling for 
you I did not feel that I was really being dishonest in not telling you about it, 
even though at moments of course I was actually lying to you. As soon as I 

234 Clive Bell to Yanessa Bell , Wednesday (Sununer 1918): TATE. 
2'5 " Garnett, The Etemal Moment, p. 31. 
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found I was beginning to do lately that in spite of myself feeling for him did 
affect my relations with you I began to think I must tell you. 236 

As this letter suggests, Bell did manage to keep up a level of privacy and secrecy to 

the extent that none of the men in her life felt they really knew her, though she was 

also capable of incredible frankness. It was a measure of Bell's devotion to Grant 

that while they were having an affair, she accepted the presence of Bunny Gamett, a 

young man with whom Grant had fallen in love. Explaining the menage that 

occuned in her home between herself, Grant, and Bunny Gamett she wrote to Fry: 

I don't know how to describe the whole arrangement between the three of us. 
It is odd I suppose but as far as the relations between me and Bunny go it is in 
a way simple. We should not see very much of each other I expect if it were 
not for Duncan. He is not the least in love with me nor I with him. Duncan 
provides the curious meeting ground for us as we are both so intimate with 
him .. .. I don't think I can write about my relations with him- not that I 
couldn't tell you probably most of what you want to know but it's too 
difficult to write and I don't think there's any very great change in either of 
our feelings. We have seen more of each other and I have been happier. 237 

What Bell's letter indicates was that though she did try to find common ground 

between Grant's homosexuality and her own passion for him, she underwent a great 

deal of unhappiness due to her jealousy. She was engaged in a losing battle for a 

man whose sexual affections, ultimately, could only be satisfied by other men. Woolf 

and Fry were initially surprised by the affair but recognised the need to tread lightly 

when discussing personal matters between Bell and Grant, especially after they 

realised that the relationship ceased to be a sexual one after the birth of Angelica in 

1918.238 The end of her intimacy with Grant caused Bell great pain, though she did 

not discuss it with anyone, including Woolf, her closest confidant. 

Bell was compelled to excel at domestic matters, even to the point where she 

felt her mi suffered as a consequence. Yet, it was very important to her that 

236 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Thursday (1915): TATE. 
237 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 2 July 1915 : TATE. 
238 Angelica Garnett mentions in Th e Eternal !11oment that her parents ceased sexual relations (due to 
Duncan 's insistence) after her birth. 



everyone felt at home and cared for under her matemal shelter. Immediately before 

and for a long time after her babies were bom, she found it difficult to focus 

seriously on ari, though she managed to practice her skills in inventive ways. 

Oh dear if you know how difficult I find it now to keep my head above 
domestic wonies, housekeeping for all this household without any competent 
servant so that I really have to consider every detail myself and how I hate 
being a Martha- and above giving way completely to physical discomforts 
which really are very great in the last month or so before a baby arrives, I 
can't paint you see which is the one infallible refuge from such things. I can 
only do small jobs like woodcutting etc which don't really occupy one's 
mind.239 

By identifying herself with the biblical character of domestic labour, Martha, Bell 

also suggests that she may be missing out on the entire point of hospitality by 

overworking herself. In November 1918, a month before giving birth to Angelica, 

Bell was managing a household that consisted of Clive Bell and his mistress Mary 

Hutchinson, Bunny Gamett and Duncan Grant, as well as her own children. Even 

the one consolation, painting, was a task she simply could not find time to perform. 

She was relieved to find out that she could give birth at Charleston instead of going 

to a hospital. She confided to Fry that 'with a good nurse I shall be very comfotiable 

here and I shall have the enormous advantage (to me) oflooking at decent colours etc 

instead of horrible ones. Also I shan't wony about leaving my household to 

itself...' .240 Though her domestic concems were foremost in her mind, she also 

mentions artistic ones when she consoles herself that she will have 'decent colours' 

to look at. Fry was concemed that having a child would make Bell even more 

obsessed with domestic matters, but he also voiced his wotries that because the child 

was Grant's, she would be even more attached to it. In response she writes: 

I can't argue the effect the baby will have on me- it ' s still difficult for me to 
believe it will ever really exist but I can't think I can care for it more than I 
do for Julian and Quentin. One cares for one's children as themselves not as 

?39 - Vanesssa Bell to Roger Fry, 21 November 1918: TATE. 
240 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, I 0 December 1918: TA TE. 
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connected with anyone else, and so I don't see why it should make the soli of 
difference you seem to think it will. But of course it's true a baby absorbs 
one for a time. After that I expect I shall be only too glad to feel well and 
free and be able to paint again. You can't think how much already I long 
to.241 

Maternity both prevented and aided her painting. As much as Bell bemoaned the 

responsibilities of having children and rearing them, she also treasured the 

connection she formed with her children and wished to show, through paint, the 

maternal connection she had formed. 

Angelica Bell was born on Christmas Day in 1918. The name Bell chose for 

her daughter is indicative ofher attachment to the child and of how she considered 

Angelica to be an extenuation of herself. To John Maynard Keynes she wrote, 'she's 

named now at least she's registered as Vanessa Helen .... I think of calling her Nessa 

but I don't know that anyone else can. Angelica may be added' .242 The excitement 

of having a baby girl was severely dampened when Angelica refused to gain any 

weight. The period just after her birth was described by Bell to be 'really the most 

awful time I've ever had in my life'. 243 To Margery Snowden she explained the 

tumult she went through due to a doctor who 'was so unbelievably stupid and 

obstinate and jealous of any suggestion made by the nurse that he let her get worse 

and worse. Finally he nearly killed her by giving her carbolic' .244 But fortunately a 

friend recommended Dr Marie Moralt 'a very nice sensible young woman doctor 

who stopped all the doctor's medicines and got the baby right' .245 The relief and 

gratitude Bell felt was immense. Her pmirait ofDr Marie Moralt entitled Woman in 

Furs of 1919 was painted shortly after the doctor had saved Angelica. The painting 

reveals how highly Bell placed the doctor in her esteem. The top half ofMoralt's 

241 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Wednesday (11 ? December 1918): TATE. 
242 Vanessa Bell to Jolm Maynard Keynes, 19 March 1919: KCC. 
243 Vanessa Bell to Margery Snowden, 26 February 1919: TATE. 
244 Ibid. 
245 Ibid. 
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body fills the entire large canvas, impressive and shaped to convey the strength of a 

boulder. In fact, the chair Moralt sits on blends almost invisibly with her coat, 

adding to the figure's looming and gigantic physicality. Her furs add to the 

impression that the doctor is a modem, youthful woman whose capable hands lie 

restless on her lap. These are hands that need to feel useful, otherwise they are 

anxiously clenched as they appear in the painting. Clothed as if she has just come 

from outdoors, Moralt appears as if she were asked to sit for a few minutes before 

she has to run to her next appointment. Moralt had been fascinated by the 

Bloomsbury Group long before she became Angelica's doctor and was extremely 

pleased when Bell asked her if she would sit for a painting. Moralt's face is made 

entirely of patches of pink blobs in the post-impressionist style Bell favoured during 

this time, a style entirely appropriate for a powerful portrait of an unconventional 

woman. 

As Bell and Woolfhad often hoped for a girl, Angelica's birth was an 

inspiration and continuation of the theme of the female legacy in their art. Angelica 

became the subject of many of Bell's paintings. Whether in portraits or within 

domestic scenes of Angelica reading, playing the piano or dancing, Bell's maternal 

pride is evident. In Portrait of Angelica, Angelica faces her mother with a serene yet 

powerful stare. Unlike Bell's self-portraits where her eyes often avoid contact with 

the viewer, Angelica faces the viewer with a startling directness and self-assurance. 

In contrast, Bell's painting of Grant and his daughter from 1940 The Dining Room 

Window is startling in that the self-confident Angelica of other paintings appears shy 

and withdrawn (fig. 25). The painting sheds much light on the relationship between 

father and daughter from the maternal point of view. By the time of this painting, 

Angelica had discovered that Grant was her biological father, a discovery which was 
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shocking, painful, and upsetting to her. This painting contrasts the serene atmosphere 

of Charleston with the tense friction between the two sitters. The painting is about 

the lack of communication between the man and woman, father and daughter, 

conveyed by the atmosphere, setting, and the figures' positioning. Grant looks 

downward out of avoidance or neglect while Angelica gazes not at the book on her 

lap nor wistfully out the window, but blankly towards the table with her head bent 

towards her mother. Set during their afternoon tea, Grant is otherwise indisposed 

with the cigarette in his mouth and engrossed in writing to avoid conversation, while 

Angelica appears disconnected and slightly wistful. A recurring symbol in her 

paintings, the vase of flowers is used here to convey an even greater sense of loss and 

frailty. But the painting conceals an even greater pain- the discord between the 

artist and her daughter, for Angelica never really forgave her mother for the 

concealment and the lie. 

In truth, Bell's relationship with Grant was based on a mutual love of art and 

also on a bond that could be described as maternal, similar to the one Bell established 

with her eldest son Julian when he was in his 20s. In a letter indicative of the nature 

of their relationship, Grant inadvertently addresses Bell as his 'Dearest Mother', 

which he crossed out and substituted with Nessa explaining, '(I wrote mother) which 

shows to what a condition I am driven since you left...'. 246 Their correspondence 

does not have the passion of the early letters between Fry and Bell nor are their 

letters dry like those between Clive Bell and his wife. Grant's letters are often 

encouraging, affectionate, and concerned but more in a familial way than in that of a 

lover. He is sensitive about the personal inf01mation he shares with her so that he 

does not worry her or make her unnecessarily jealous, though she constantly asks 

246 
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him to reveal the details of his relationships. Their sexual relationship ended after 

Angelica's birth, but Grant and Bell lived together for the rest of their lives bonded 

by art, devotion, and Angelica. 

Enlarging Maternity 

The innovations in Bell's work from this time should establish her on par 

with artists at the cutting edge such as Wyndham Lewis. But because her subjects 

deal unabashedly with domesticity, she has been relegated to the backbumer of 

English art and her work is categorised as traditional. She was neither an 

establishment painter like Rothenstein nor a violent, futuristic painter like Lewis 

though she was creating works that were ambitious for their time. As Bell's 

confidence in her work grew, the more willing was she to attempt painting on a large 

scale. Painting on a large scale did not come easily to her and even Woolf pointed 

out that Bell was not always successful in rendering empty spaces, yet she persisted 

despite her frustration. The main reason for her fixation with large canvases was that 

she wanted to render images of domesticity in a large format, expressing its 

importance and value as a subject in fine art. Scenes ofbattle, masculine strength, 

and religious themes have often been painted on large canvases, but childbirth, 

maternity, and domestic scenes are rarely depicted on a grand scale. 

But Woolf encouraged Bell to paint large paintings because she felt that Bell 

was up to the challenge. 'I should like you to paint a large, large picture; where 

everything would be brought off perfectly together, yet all half flying off the canvas 

in rapture,' she urged Bell. 247 Painting on a large scale was both a challenge for Bell 

as an artist, but also a celebration of domesticity, a wish to elevate domestic subjects 

247 Woolf, Letters, vol. Ill, p. 340-341. 
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such as matemity to impressive proportions. Size and subject worked in tandem, as 

in A Nativity. The painting is an astonishing rendering of a woman who has just 

given birth and the impact of the scene is magnified by the size ofthe canvas. While 

experimenting with her most ambitious works on canvas, Bell was also planning and 

working on the Omega Nursery; the experience of raising children inspired her to 

depict and decorate domestic spaces in new, imaginative ways that were anything but 

traditional. Painting on a large scale also made her open to decorating on a large 

scale, leading her to experiment with the walls and ceilings of her home by tuming 

them into the equivalent of large canvases. The Omega Nursery can be seen as such, 

and it was her piece de resistance amongst the work she did while she was at the 

Omega- her way of signalling to the world that she was going to unite the 

decorative and fine arts with an attuned domestic sensibility. 

Out of the Studio, Into the Nursery 

The Omega Workshops Nursery merges, through art, Bell's experiences as a 

child and as a mother. In trying to capture a childlike wonder about the world, Bell 

was drawing back to her own childhood when she was required to invent her own 

artistic world with her sister in the gloomy nursery of Hyde Park Gate. As a mother, 

she wished to create a safe, happy haven for her children where their creativity could 

be ignited and where she could share artistic experiences with them. The Omega 

Workshops Nursery was an ambitious project that brought a room to life through art 

by drawing from Bell 's awareness of children's desires and her understanding of 

motherhood. 

For Bell and Woolf, the nursery had been a kind of room of their own, a place 

where they spent most of the day and where their imaginations were given room to 
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wander as they began to pursue their artistic interests. But at Hyde Park Gate, the 

source of happiness was not the dreary nursery environment but rather the 

camaraderie they established in it. For it was in the nursery that each sister learned, 

developed and pursued her art. For the sisters' entertainment, Woolfwould read 

aloud from novels and make up stories in the room while Bell painted. It is not hard 

to imagine how Bell came to create a nursery filled with animated murals, 

considering the fact that when she was a child she transformed a black door into an 

art work. 248 Descriptions of the nursery provide an image of a badly ventilated, 

small room decorated in a typically ornate Victorian style that was not particularly 

conducive to children's enjoyment. Bell would recall that her youth spent in the 

nursery was almost like a prison; the nurseries were stuffy and dark. 

There were two nurseries in which we lived ... one day, the other night, and in 
this we four children and a nurse slept and had our baths and did all else in 
what I think must by modem standards have been a very unhealthy 
atmosphere. Was the window ever open at night? I doubt it. 249 

Woolfs clearest memory ofthe nursery was a strikingly sad one, associated with the 

death of her mother. Her description conjures an image of the children trapped, sent 

to the nursery to grieve: 

The day my mother died in 1895- that 37-5=42 years ago: & I remember 
it- at the moment, watching Dr Seton walk away up Hyde Park Gate in the 
early morning with his head bowed, his hands behind his back. Also the 
doves swooping. We had been sent up to the day nursery after she died: & 
were crying. And I went to the open window & looked out. It must have 
been soon after she died, as Seton was then leaving the house. How that early 

. . h d . h r2so mommg picture as staye w1t me. 

The girls could only find some reliefby looking outside through an open window. 

The 'picture' that remained with Woolfappears also to have imbedded itselfinto 

Bell ' s consciousness. For example, Bell deliberately chose to make her children's 

248 Refer to quote in Chapter 1, ' Setting the Scene for Craftwork '. Woolf, lv!OB, p. 34. 
249 Bell , SIP!, p. 60. 
250 Diary entry dated Tuesday, 4 May (1937). Woolf, Dimy, vol. V, p. 85. 
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nursery vastly different from the one she and Woolf shared. Woolf, in an essay she 

wrote for Bell's children describing their mother, explains how the sisters were able 

to find comfort in each other, making the most of their setting. 

I remember too the great extent and mystery of the dark land under the 
nursery table, where a continuous romance seemed to go forward, though the 
time spent there was really so sh01i. Here I met your mother, in a gloom 
happily encircled by the firelight, and peopled with legs and skirts. We 
drifted together like ships in an immense ocean and she asked me whether 
black cats had tails. 251 

The pleasure the girls found in each other was a solace within the confines of the 

Hyde Park nursery. The concept that the nursery should be a place for artistic 

fulfilment, joy, and also safety would figure importantly in Bell's nursery design for 

her own home as well as for the Omega Nursery. 

Maternity inspired a burst of experimentation in Bell in terms of her work in 

the fine arts, but motherhood was crucial to Bell's expansion in the decorative arts as 

well. Bell was no stranger to decorating her home and took pleasure in it, though her 

decorative tastes differed from those of her parents. Even in her youth, Bell had 

sought ways to make Hyde Park Gate less intimidating and brighter. Shortly after 

Leslie Stephen died in 1904 and the Stephen children had moved to Gordon Square, 

Bell made interesting decorative changes fi:om what had hung in Hyde Park Gate. 

She informs Woolf, who was resting at Violet Dickson's house following a 

breakdown, ' I have been hanging pictures in the hall. I hope you'll approve but they 

can easily be taken down if you don't'. She then adds : 

On the right hand side as you come in I have put a row of celebrities 1. 
Hershchell- 1. Aunt Julia's photograph I 2. Lowell I 3. Dmwin I 4. Father I 5. 
Tem1yson I 6. Browning I 7. Meredith, Watts portrait 
Then on the opposite side I have put 5 of the best Aunt Julia photographs of 
Mother. They look very beautiful all together- you ' ll soon be here to see 
how it all works. 252 

25 1 Woolf, MOB, p. 29 . 
252 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, I November (1940): BERG. 
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sought ways to make Hyde Park Gate less intimidating and brighter. Shortly after 

Leslie Stephen died in 1904 and the Stephen children had moved to Gordon Square, 

Bell made interesting decorative changes from what had hung in Hyde Park Gate. 

She infmms Woolf, who was resting at Violet Dickson's house following a 

breakdown, 'I have been hanging pictures in the hall. I hope you'll approve but they 
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25 1 Woolf, MOB, p. 29. 
252 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 1 November (1940): BERG. 
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By placing the pictures in such a manner, Bell was placing motherhood on a pedestal 

equal to if not more important than 'celebrities ' of the day. One can imagine how 

impressive the hall to G01·don Square would appear, the wall flanked by esteemed 

men of literature and science juxtaposed with five powerful Cameron pieces of Julia 

Stephen. Motherhood, art, and domestic excellence were praised and placed in a 

primary position in Bell's household. 

When Bell married Clive Bell and had children, her decoration reflected 

many of the changes to her life. Having her own home encouraged Bell to 

experiment even further, especially since she was keen to decorate her home in 

contrast to Cleeve House, Clive's garish family home, and the houses of her 

Victorian upbringing. Her interest in decoration deepened through maternity and was 

heightened by a sense of liberation brought about by seeing Post-Impressionist 

paintings. These paintings were often inspired by children's painting. Bell valued 

paintings that took into account children's perspectives. Bell recounts to Clive how 

poignant it was to her that Julian recalled the small gestures she would make to 

improve his visual world. With satisfaction she tells Clive, 'I was talking today 

about dead leaves and [Julian] reminded me how I used to scatter rose petals for him 

on the floor in London. It must have been at least 3 months ago'. 253 Her surprise 

that Julian would recall her gesture led her to feel gratification that her efforts made a 

difference in her children's lives. 

Bell worked hard to make the nursery a room that her children would enjoy, 

but also one that was practical for her and the nurses. With Fry, she could share her 

feeling of success, proud of her decoration at home and eager to entice him with her 

ideas for the Omega. 

253 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 9 October 9 191 0: TA TE. 
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Their nurse is luckily delighted (as well she may be) by the splendours of 
their qumiers. So my trouble was not in vain for my happiness is largely in 
her hands. What a domestic letter I am writing you but what else am I to do, 
alone here with servants and children and curtains. I think the new ones are a 
success. They make the room look greener than before and certainly are a 
lovely colour but I can't tell quite what will happen till I get them up with 
their borders. 254 

She prided herself in her decorative talents, challenging herself to use her artistic 

knowledge in a practical and resourceful way at home. In her son's own words: 

No doubt Maynard [Keynes] was right when he told Vanessa that she might 
command armies; but of course they would have bored her to tears. Better to 
command households, and this I think she must have enjoyed as one enjoys 
anything one does well; much better to stay in the nursery. But I am sure that 
she was happiest away from the world, painting in her studio.255 

What this statement suggests is that Bell was able to direct her energies and abilities 

entirely towards her home, arranging it so that she would be able to paint while 

simultaneously commanding her household. For a painter interested in modem 

artistic movements, limiting one's scope to the home might have seemed a defeat of 

one's ideals since the home was not where most avant-garde artists saw modem life 

taking place. Yet it was the home and domestic life from which Bell drew 

inspiration. Through the Omega, she displayed and commercialised her vision to a 

wider audience. Planning and creating the Omega Nursery was the prime 

opportunity for Bell to extend her achievements at home into the marketplace. 

The Omega Workshop Nursery: Art Meets Life 

Her involvement with the Omega Workshops, which opened in1913, 

broadened Bell's approach to the decorative arts, allowing her to think not only in 

tetms of decorating her own home but of expanding her interests in a commercial 

254 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 19 August (1912) : TATE. 
255 Bell , Letters, preface by Quentin Bell, p. xii . 



venture. The commission to produce a nursery for the Ideal Home exhibition of 

December 1913 was the culmination of her interest in involving her experience as a 

mother and homemaker in her design work. The nursery is a testament to how Bell 

viewed herself in her maternal role, a site where decoration and design was first and 

foremost for the child's enjoyment. The nursery demonstrates the artist's devotion to 

her children and to innovative artistic expression; it asserts a belief in a 

complementary relationship between domestic life and modem art. 

Within the Omega Nursery, an enchanted world of floating birds, swimming 

fish, roaming animals, and majestic mountains and trees was created (fig. 26). The 

room, like many Omega projects, was a collaborative effort. While Bell's design of 

the ceiling and walls is the most striking component to the room, other Omega 

artisans' contributions, such as Frederick Etch ells' rug, were also important to the 

room's success. From existing photographs, Bell's decoration appears to resemble a 

gigantic papier colle. On the walls and the ceiling, Bell, with the assistance of 

Winifred Gill, placed large pieces of paper that had been painted in different colours 

which were then cut and strategically placed in order to create a sense of space and 

depth. The result was a fantasy world. What looks like an elephant stalking in the 

woods, from a different angle, looks like an entirely different, imaginary animal. Her 

clouds and ponds are almost interchangeable, a ship's mast appears on the ceiling, 

and a house or castle stands in the background. Rather than a realistic replication of 

scenery and animals, Bell left her forms ambiguous to allow for more varied 

interpretation by children and adults alike. 

The prevalent animal and sea-life motif in the Omega Nursery arose from 

Bell's own interest in the zoo as well as her affection for the creatures she called 

'beasts'. Bell was fond of cursing domesticity when she felt overburdened with 
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chores; but her complaints belie her very real enjoyment and interest in her home. 

She often found amusing ways of completing her chores, by making items amusing 

to herself and what she hoped would be equally enjoyable to her children. Soon after 

her son's birth, Bell's seamstress, Dorothy, requested a design from Bell for her to 

sew for Julian's room. To Woolf, who had a common love of the London Zoo and 

'beasts', Bell explains her choice of design. 

My beasts go on. I have now painted for Julian' s benefit a tiger, an elephant, 
a pony, a rat, a mouse, a dromedary, a bat, a stag, a rhinoceros, a squirrel, a 
hare, a monkey and a dolphin! I must do two more and then I shall send them 
to Dorothy, but I am afraid that my subtle vultures will be mixed in red 
twill.256 

Woolf also enjoyed her childhood trips to the London Zoo. Her short story, Nurse 

Lugton 's Golden Thimble, is homage to those trips and possibly also to Bell's 

nursery, for in the story the animals come to life and the pattern on the fabric echoes 

the imagery of the Omega Nursery.257 Perhaps inspired by Bell's story ofher design, 

Woolf writes a similar story of a seamstress stitching animals for a grand room. 

Sitting in the midst of an animal motif, the story begins with Nurse Lugton busily 

sewing a beautiful curtain but then she falls asleep. 

Ah! The old woman was asleep. The antelope nodded to the zebra; the 
giraffe bit off a leaf of the tree. For the pattern on the stuff was this: all the 
animals in the world were trooping down to the lake and the pagoda, and the 
boat and the bridge to drink. But so long as Nurse Lugton stitched, there they 
stood: the elephant with his trunk in the air; the zebra with his front hoof 
raised; the giraffe holding the nut in his paws. The stuff was blue stuff; a 
curtain for Mrs Gingham's fine big drawing - room window. They were only 
patterns so long as old Nurse stitched. But directly she began to snore, the 
blue stuff turned into blue air, and the trees waved; you could hear the waves 
breaking on the lake; and see the people crossing the bridge to market. 
Immediately, the animals began to move. 
On they went. They stood by the lake to drink. Really it was a beautiful 
sight- and to think of it all, lying across old Nurse Lugton's knees, as she 
snored, on her Windsor chair in the lamplight; to think of her apron covered 

256 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, Friday, 28 August (1908): BERG. . 
257 Virginia Woolf, 'Nurse Lugton's Curtain ', The Complete Shorter Fiction of Virginia Wo ol/: 
Second Edition, edited by Susan Dick, New York: Harcourt Brace, 1989. 
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with roses and grass, with great wild beasts which she had only poked at 
through the bars with her umbrella at the zoo! 

The story serves to show what whimsy and amusement the beasts gave the sisters 

and how their art was often mutually inspired. Both chose an animal motif for the 

ente1iainment of the youngsters and combined their ati with the decorative mis to 

achieve their purpose. 

As early as December 1912, when Bell describes to Clive Bell how she and 

Duncan will combat the gloomy London winters with colourful designs, she had 

thought of using the animal motif as room decoration on a large scale. 

I was interrupted yesterday by Duncan who came in and lay on the floor and 
talked in a desultory but cheerful way of the Mausoleum Book and how we 
are to turn my studio into a tropical forest with great red figures on the walls, 
a blue ceiling with birds of paradise floating from it (my idea), and curtains 
each one different. This is all to cheer us through London winters. Duncan 
wants a bath let into the floor but I told him that was a la Leighton House, 
which made him rather cross.258 

It is probably not coincidental that Bell and Grant thought of their imaginative 

designs while discussing the dreary Mausoleum book as well as London's winters. 

Leslie Stephen' s book about his early life and marriage was written for his children 

after Julia Stephen died. His depression after his wife's death made the book a sad, 

weighty tome and a tribute to the past. Bell wished to create a much happier outlook 

for her children, so she chose a different attitude and art form in which to influence 

and uplift their lives. It was Bell who developed the decorative plan and followed 

through with it for the Ideal Home exhibition in December 1913 as the Omega 

Workshop ' s entry. The large pond with dolphin and fish swimming in it for the 

Omega Nursery is perhaps a nod to Grant's amusing but Pre-Raphaelite inspired idea 

of putting a bath in the studio. 

258 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 27 December (1 9 12): TATE. 
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Bell made the room entirely her own and enjoyed working on its designs with 

none of the lack of confidence and doubt that sometimes plagued her painting. She 

felt honoured that she had been given the responsibility for creating the designs for 

the Omega Nursery and felt that she had an advantage as a mother in creating a room 

suitable to parent and child. 

I have been working at designs for the nursery this morning and am now soon 
going to lie down... I am looking fotward to the Ideal Home-! expect we 
shall turn out something lovely and make all the other rooms look silly! I 
don't know that my nursery is up to much but Julian approves of it so far 
which is something. Anyhow it is gay and fairly anecdotic-lions, stalking 
zebras and jaguars pouncing on deer. 259 

Her letter to Fry reveals her obvious pride in her work, her pleasure as a result of 

Julian's approval, and her confidence in her domestic prowess. By mid-August, the 

nursery was almost complete. 

I have practically finished the nursery. Only one or two details need doing I 
think. Of course I could go in a long time but if I statied to do much more to 
any one bit I should have to cany it all much further and I shouldn't have 
time for that. I have made the stag a red instead of a brown animal and that is 
about all I have done except details. I shall spend about an hour more on it 
and the rest of this week at the 0. 260 

The Omega artists were known for their dislike of the Edwardian taste for weak 

pastel shades and matching tones, prefetTing bright, vivid colours instead. Hence, her 

choice of making her stag a vibrant red instead of a dull, realistic brown makes 

perfect sense. 

The Nursery was a balance of whimsy and practicality, especially when 

compared to the Ideal Home Nursery, a room constructed by another design group. 261 

In contrast to the Ideal Home Nursery with its elaborate construction, the Omega 

Nursery proved to be more durable, with its practical wooden table, child-proof toys, 

and amusing decor. Bell made sure that the toys in the Omega Nursery were 

259 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Saturday (July 1913?): TATE. 
260 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, (Mid-August 1913): TATE. 
26 1 Cork, Art Beyond the Galfe1y , p. 153. The designers of the Ideal Home Nursery are not named. 



enjoyable yet sensible, whereas the other toys displayed at the Ideal Home exhibition 

were either fragile or cumbersome or even unsuitable for children. Children's 

welfare, no matter how inventive the toy, was Bell's primary concern evidenced in 

Bell's letter to Clive. 

I hope Julian's spiked toy isn't one which he could really hurt himself badly 
with. Don't let him have anything that he could fall onto and hurt his face 
again, but of course you won't. I sometimes think of such horrors in bed but 
they are quite fantastic. I expect Mabel is careful but I always have a dread 
of spikes. They creep in unnoticed. The most peaceable toys have them. 262 

With warnings similar to those that she gave to her husband and her nurse Mabel, 

Bell made sure that when Fry and Grant were designing the toys they created 

amusing yet safe ones incapable of accidentally poking a child's eye or with parts 

easily swallowed. Despite her concerns, she also made sure that the decor and the 

objects in the room were active and that the lines 'must be sensitive, everywhere-

nowhere must it become mechanical'. 263 

Bell felt a confidence following her maternal, practical, and creative instincts 

when making the nursery. Her practical knowledge from being with and raising 

children gave her an advantage over the other nursery designers at the Ideal Home 

exhibition. She also had much experience livening up her children's nursery at home 

and knew what would amuse children firsthand. The other nurseries appeared stiff 

and static-faulty artistic conjectures about what children and their parents would 

want. The decorations, uninspired and impractical, included an insipid sea-piece 

made of flimsy wood which attempted to replicate Christopher Columbus' voyage to 

the New World, but jutted out ofthe wall haphazardly, an accident waiting to happen 

should children of the same height fall against it and injure themselves. False 

windows, fragile toys and furniture, and cushions that had to be turned according to 

262 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 27 December 1912: TATE. 
263 Frances Spalding, Van essa Bell 1879-1961 :catalogue of an exhibition to 111ark th e cent en my of her 
birth. Sheffield : Sheffield City Art Galleries, 1979, p. 9. 
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the weather outside were neither conducive to child ' s play nor easy to maintain. 264 

On the other hand, Bell's design was inspired by fun and function, qualities admired 

by the Omega group. The catalogue for the Omega Nursery assures readers that its 

toys, camels, rhinos, and elephants, designed by Fry and Grant, not only moved but 

were 'strongly made in three-ply wood' to withstand even the most rambunctious 

child. 265 The other submissions to the Ideal Home Exhibition paled by comparison 

with the Omega's submission, which, in particular, received much attention for the 

inspired wall and ceiling design by Bell. 

The visitors to the Ideal Home Exhibition as well as members of the Omega 

considered the Nursery a great achievement, though when praising Bell her success 

was always analysed in terms of her gender, even by Fry. A reporter who visited the 

Omega while the nursery was being conceptualised interviewed Fry about his plans. 

Fry singled out Bell's designs for distinction, yet his comments reveal that there 

remained much bias against women artists and designers. 

The Omega Workshops is going to devote a good deal of attention to 
children's toys and children's furniture. 'We have several lady artists here,' 
said Mr Fry, 'and I am struck by the independent manner in which they work. 
Some years ago, even the cleverest women consciously or unconsciously 
copied men. Now they never seem to do so, and many of them have very 
original and charming ideas. It was one of our lady artists who had the idea 
of decorating the ceilings of the nurseries in an interesting fashion. ' 266 

While Fry provided an open environment in which women could work, his prejudice 

regarding women's art in the past and his slightly patronising language with regard to 

his lady artists is evident. He does, however, emphasise the originality of Bell's 

creation by singling her out amongst women artists in general. Fry's statement 

attempts to reassure the public that women artists had not disregarded their 

264 c k or , Art Beyond the Gal!eJy, p. 153. 
265 Ibid. , p. 152. 
J66 - Cork, Art Beyond th e Gal!eJ)', p. 150. 



femininity by pursuing modern art, by focusing on Bell's contribution to the nursery, 

a room safely within society's concept of a female's sphere. 

Many of the reviewers of the Omega Nursery thought that it would appeal 

more strongly to children than to their less adventurous parents. Bell had so 

ingeniously combined artistic imagination with adult practicality that it was 

surprising to journalists that such a charged atmosphere could actually be safe for 

children. The Times reviewer wrote 'upstairs there is a very gay nursery which 

children ought to like even if it stmiles their parents; and it contains some toy 

animals which are life-like and seem full of energy'. 267 When asked why she had 

placed the designs all over the ceiling, Vanessa Bell sensibly pointed out that 'babies 

spend a lot of time on their backs' .Z68 A reporter agreed that 'all babies who wax fat 

and kick love to lie on their backs and in Post-Impressionist surrounds they will learn 

as they lie many ofthe outward characteristics of the animal world as portrayed on 

the ceiling'. 269 Not all journalists approved ofthe Nursery's obvious Post-

Impressionist influence and balked at the notion of it entering domestic life. P.G. 

Konody, the influential art critic for the Observer sarcastically mocked the Nursery 

as a place where 'the prattling infant is to be led, all unconsciously, into the gay 

groves of Post-Impressionism', while misattributing the designs to Fry. 270 The Daily 

Sketch presented a large picture of the nursery with the headline: 'WOULD YOU 

LET YOUR CHILD PLAY IN THIS NURSERY?' Then, a description relating to 

its suitability: 

This is a futurist nursery. Where is the child who would be happy on finding 
Father Christmas had tricked him by putting one of these impossible 

267 Shone, Bloomsbtoy Portraits, p. 111 . 
268 Spalding, V(messa Bell 1879-/96/ :cata/ogue of an exhibition to mark th e centenwy of her birth . 
p. 6. 
?69 - Cork, Art Beyond th e GalleJy, p. 154. 
27° Clu·istopher Reed, 'A Room of One' s Own', Not at Hom e, p. 156. 
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dromedaries or camels in his stocking on Christmas moming? Probably he is 
still in the future. 271 

The responses to the Omega Nursery show how far English society was unprepared 

to accept Post-Impressionism both in the galleries and even less in their homes. 

They were shocked by the designs at the Omega. While the attacks were focused on 

their suitability and practicality, Bell had already tested the nursery designs at home 

with the wholehearted approval of her children. As to the practicality of the 

'impossible dromedaries and camels', Bell along with Fry and Grant had also seen to 

the toys' safety, functionality, and entertaimnent value. In the catalogue to the 

exhibition, from which one could purchase items directly from the Omega, the 

description of the toys explains why, to the unseasoned observer, they were unlike 

any other: 

Animals in jointed wood, hand-painted in the workshops, made from designs 
by our artists. The patent supports of the feet enable these animals to take 
innumerable dramatic poses. The designs are made with a view to seizing the 
character of the animal rather than to literal imitation.272 

In typical Post-Impressionist style, the artists at the Omega were more concemed 

with investing their toys with character than with realism. Because children got tired 

of static objects, the toys could move as well. It is perhaps a testament to Bell's 

perseverance as a mother and teacher that her children were well versed in the Post-

Impressionist lingo while much of society laughed at it. To Bell, the nursery was a 

completely successful venture where she had proved to herself that she could 

combine her artistic decorative interests while providing a safe, entertaining haven 

for children. Modem art need not be jarring, abrasive and confusing but rather 

instructive, practical, and joyous. 

27 1 Anon., Daily Sketch, 20 December 1913, p. 8-9. 
272 Collins, Omega Workshops, p. 13. 
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From Domestic Decoration to Abstraction 

Late in 1913, during the time Bell was plaru1ing the nursery, she was 

aggressively challenging herself as a painter, working with new techniques and 

ambitious formats. Obviously inspired by her success with papier colle on a grand 

scale, she inf01med Fry 'I have been working at my other large size picture and am 

now cutting the figures out in paper which I hope is an improvement' . 273 Working 

on her decorative designs helped her to broaden the way she tackled her work in the 

fine mis. Unsatisfied with how her figures appeared on the canvas and tired of 

having to erase her mistakes, she discovered she could cut out pieces of paper to 

avoid reworking and making mistakes. W 01·king with cut paper and decorative 

designs opened Bell to the possibility of creating an entire painting using papier 

colle. Rachel Tranter notes in her book Vanessa Bell, A Life of Painting, that 'it 

seems likely that the use of a greater range of materials in their applied work had 

encouraged Duncan and Vanessa's increasing interest in collage'. 274 Her 

Composition of 1914, one of her largest existent abstract paintings, draws inspiration 

from Bell's work at the Omega Workshop (fig. 27). In particular, her decorative 

work for the Omega Nursery gave her the confidence to approach painting with a 

relentless pursuit of abstraction using non-figurative elements and bits of coloured 

paper. Both in subject and technique Bell appears to have leapt across a threshold 

and into ten·itory unexplored in English ati between the years 1913 and 1914, at a 

time when in France miists like Picasso and Braque were work with papier colle and 

abstraction in a similarly inventive manner. Although when she was bedridden in 

Italy in 1912, Bell had passed the time cutting out pieces of paper and arranging 

them. She did not seriously consider the medium for her paintings until1913, after 

273 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Monday (late 191 3?): TATE. 
274 Rachel Tranter, Vanessa Bel/, A Life o.f Painting, London: Cecil Woolf, 1998, p. 18. 
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decorating the Omega Nursery. Braque invented papier colle in September 1912 and 

Bell saw examples of his and Picasso's work in Paris when she visited galleries 

including Kahnweiler's between 1912 and 1913 . Almost immediately she was able 

to draw from what she saw and to use the technique for her own purposes which 

were quite different from those of Picasso and Braque. When she finally went to 

Picasso's studio with Fry and met the artist in the Spring of 1914, she was impressed 

by his papier colle pieces remarking that they were 'lovely' and 'amazing 

arrangements of coloured papers and bits of wood' .275 Though Bell may have been 

encouraged by Picasso's legitimisation ofpapier colle in painting, her main 

inspiration for Composition was drawn from her decorative work and her desire to 

foray into pure abstraction. 

Constructed from a series of squares and rectangles, Composition of 1914 

does not appear to relate to anything from nature. Using only colour, geometric 

shapes, and careful arrangement, Bell imposed a strict discipline on herself to create 

this work. Yet, she found that such restriction freed her from the limitations imposed 

by subject and narrative. Though the work is undoubtedly abstract, close 

examination reveals that there are parallels between the decorative design for the 

Omega nursery and her painting. The piece is bold and strong without being 

intimidating and confusing. She creates borders by laying strands of colour, green 

then brown then orange, along the bottom of the painting. Vertical black lines act to 

offset the horizontality of the piece and give it its stability and strength. These black 

lines echo those of the trees in Bell's forest scene for the Omega Nursery, and the 

black reappears in several other decorative designs by her. For Bell, black lines 

usually serve to give a design a sense of elongation, solidity, and strength. The 

275 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, (Spring, 1914): TATE. 
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seemingly casual way in which the pieces of paper are painted with gouache add to 

the child-like sensibility of the painting- to show that despite its abstraction it does 

not take itself too seriously. Using emih tones of red, green, orange, brown and 

yellow, Bell makes allusions to a natural habitat and foliage. The two large squares 

of pale and a deeper blue also suggest water imagery, another influence of the 

seascape motif and the pond in the Omega Nursery. 

There is also the strong influence ofMatisse in the painting Composition. 

Bell's admiration for Matisse grew after she saw a number ofhis works displayed at 

the Second Post-Impressionist exhibition. She learned from and interpreted his ideas 

by looking at his art, which helped her to cultivate her own independent style. In 

particular, the example ofMatisse helped Bell to strike a balance between subject 

matter and more f01mal considerations in her artwork. Thinking in a manner similar 

to Matisse, who in 1908 wrote in his famous 'Notes d'un Peintre' how 'a work of art 

must carry in itself its complete significance and impose it upon the beholder even 

before he can identify the subject matter', Bell sought to focus on form and colour 

without reliance on subject matter. 276 Paintings like Les Aubergines of 1911, one of 

the paintings she and Fry admired enormously during the Second Post-Impressionist 

exhibition, were undoubtedly influential in their mixture of design and painting, 

allowing the decorative patterns almost to supplant the subject matter. What Bell 

came to understand was that the same skills and the creative thought processes she 

had used to decorate the Omega Nursery would work in paintings, and would lead to 

abstraction. It is worth noting that she used papier colle to create bold abstract pieces 

and decoration decades before Matisse did so. Infinn and unable to stand at an easel, 

276 Hemi Matisse, 'Notes of a Painter ' , Art in Th eOIJI /900-1990, An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 
edited by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, Oxford : Blackwell Publishers, 1992, p. 76. 



he turned to papier colle to create playful pieces such as The Snail of 1953 much 

later in life. 

Educating Children about Art 

To ensure that her children could speak an artistic language and receive the 

emotional benefits from art, Bell sought to secure her children's artistic training 

beginning in the nursery. Bell was intrigued by the innocent and sure way in which 

children saw and painted. Hampered by a sense of her own limitations, doubtful 

over her visions, and frustrated by her hesitation when painting, she wished to 

capture the sense of purpose and direction children had when they created art. 

Nowadays artists often use such a very simple technique that most people, 
who judge that art is good in proportion as it looks difficult to produce, 
dismiss such pictures as these, by saying, 'Any child could do that.' Any 
child often could do it if any child could see what had to be done. Look at 
these children's drawings. How clear and decided and unhesitating is the 
line. They have no difficulty in doing what they want to do. 277 

Her interest in instructing her children to think, feel and create art is evident in her 

following advice. In a lecture about children and art given to Julian's schoolmates at 

the Leigh Park School in 1925, she elucidated some ofher ideas about children and 

art. 

The skill of a child is in fact great enough to do anything but those things 
which require long training, and you yourselves at the age of five or six had 
enough I have no doubt, to do anything that as artists you need to do. 
Certainly you had enough to do that simple thing, the putting of paint on 
paper or canvas. For believe me it is quite a simple thing; we make it 
complicated by changing our minds so often as to the effect we want to 
produce. If we could see our end clearly at the beginning as children do
and state it, and leave it- our pictures would no doubt be as lovely in 
teclmique as are those of the old painters in fresco who had to do so on 
account of their medium, or those who like Van Eyck or Piero della 
Francesca saw clearly how one stage was to follow another till they achieved 
their conclusion. As with them, the child has vision guiding his hand and 

277 Bell , SIP!, p. 153-154 . 



using its adequate skill. But our vision is weak compared to our hand ' s 
cleverness. We do not see clearly what we want to do . If we did I believe we 
should find no difficulty in doing it. ' 278 

Keen to prevent the loss of this assuredness but unsure of how to do so, she lamented 

'I see this power already begitming to fade from the hands of my own little girl who 

has already reached the great age of six'. 279 Though she eventually left this line out 

of her speech, Bell felt obvious anxiety about her children's artistic future . She did 

not want them plagued with the same doubts she faced. Without indecision, Bell 

believed she could take painting to another level but she could never truly ignore the 

insecurity which beset her as a woman painter. 

The Omega Nursery is just one example of how Bell could think creatively 

about enhancing her children's visual pleasure. Though the Omega Nursery was for 

the Ideal Home Exhibition, Bell's nursery at home also acted as an instructive 

environment that encouraged her children's creativity. Bell and Woolfhad to create 

their own sense of security at the nursery at Hyde Park Gate, but Bell made sure her 

children's world was whimsical and a safe haven. The creation of the Omega 

Nursery was a way for Bell to put herself in her children's shoes, to try to regain 

what she felt adulthood and insecurity had taken away, and to paint without 

hesitation. 

The more I see of children- and I am thankful to say I do manage to see a 
good deal of them- the more I realise that their world is quite unlike ours. It 
is so different that it seems to me one needs a peculiar kind of imagination 
and understanding to describe it. And I think any real account of a childhood 
would necessarily be long, for how much happens in an hour or a day of a 
child's life, and what changes come in a year. 280 

Bell's preoccupation with her children and their artistic future led her to seek 

outlets for their creativity. She opened Julian's, Quentin's and Angelica's artistic 

278 Ibid., p. l65 . 
279 Ibid., p. 20 I. 
280 Ibid ., p. 55. 



eyes by stimulating their senses and made them aware and interested in att. Bell used 

the children's nursery not only to delight her children but to communicate with them. 

Referring to the significance of her mother's artistic training, the children's nursery 

at Gordon Square, and the Omega Nursery, Angelica Garnett recalls the impmtance 

her mother had always placed on exposing her children to art. 

Drawing and painting was one ofVanessa Bell's preferred ways of 
communicating with children because, under her guidance, it became a 
shared activity .. .in the large cavernous room which did duty for a nursery in 
Gordon Square my mother drew a poodle, showing me how, by endowing 
him with pale green shadows and surrounding him with a sea of black, to 
make him look as white as snow. There was no chiaroscuro, simply a 
contrast of child-like simplicity resembling the cut out animals she did for the 
Omega nursery in 1913.281 

Garnett' s recollections show how Bell's intention was not just to entertain her 

children with images from an exotic African safari or a wildly inventive world, but to 

communicate to them her love of art. Charleston, where Angelica was primarily 

raised, like the Omega Nursery, stands as a paean to art and enjoyment. Returning to 

Charleston many years later, after both her parents had died, Garnett felt as though 

she were 'going back to the cave of the enchantress, the role in which I saw 

Vanessa'. 282 The whimsical and artistic environments Bell created for her children 

were her way of protecting them from the harm of the outside world. Bell was 

offering them a world entirely different from London's cityscape and the boundaries 

of Edwardian society by creating an alternative universe within the nursery. Unlike 

other artists who were creating works for the gaze of the wealthy, the male, or the art 

critic, Bell established an artistic world for her children's eyes. But she was not 

afraid of sharing this intimate world with a wider audience by creating and exhibi ting 

the Omega Nursery because she felt that her designs were successful and innovative. 

28 1 Tony Bradshaw, Th e Bloomsbtll)l Artists: Pri11ts a11d Book Desig11, introduction by Angelica 
Gm·nett, Hampshire: Scolar Press, 1999, p. 7. 
282 Garnett, Deceived with Ki11d11ess, p.7. 
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Not just satisfied by teaching her children how to look, Bell, herself, sought to view 

the world with a child's eye, creating without constraints using a bright palette and a 

loose style. Bell enjoyed her work with papier colle not only because she could be 

especially innovative and exploratory, but because it was also a delightful tool that 

appealed to her playful nature. As a result, her art work became less rigid, more 

simplified and infused with colour. 

Because of the domestic nature of her work, Bell's art and decoration has 

been disregarded as an important example of modem art in the early 20111 century in 

Britain. While Matisse is praised for his ability to see the benefits of children' s art 

and to manifest it in his work, Bell ' s work is dismissed as that of a woman artist and 

homemaker dabbling with paints. Her strength lies in being able to paint using a 

child's eye combined with her highly developed sense of modem art. The Omega 

Nursery decoration may appear simple and childish at first glance, but one must not 

dismiss the sensibility and sophistication underlying its creation. As Bell said herself 

'any child often could do it if any child could see what had to be done ' . For Bell, 

modem life took place in the home and she brought elements of modem art into the 

home for the benefit of her children. She preferred to command a household and 

establish modem life within the safety of the home than to work in an environment 

hostile to her. Also, Bell believed that art need not always be a reflection of the 

world but that art could provide an escape from it. 

I really pity people who are not artists most of all for they have no refuge 
from the world. I often wonder how life would be tolerable if one could not 
get detached from it as even artists without much talent can as long as they 
are sincere. I am very glad Julian had that and so have Quentin and 
Angelica. 283 

283 Vanessa Bell to (Sue) Shu-Hua Ling, 13 June (1948?): BERG. 
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Teaching her children how to reap the benefits of art through enjoying, creating and 

experiencing it was Bell's lasting legacy to them. 
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Chapter 4 
A Room of One's Own, the Significance of Space 

Spatial Boundaries 

Expression, for me, does not reside in passions glowing in a human face or 
manifested by violent movement. The entire arrangement of my picture is 
expressive: the place occupied by the figures, the empty spaces around them, 
h . h . I . I 284 t e proportzons, everyt mg ws zts s 1are. 

This chapter discusses Bell's radical departure from the conventional 

treatment of space in painting and design. Matisse's statement about expression 

echoes the strong sentiment Bell had about art and what it meant to be 'expressive' 

with one's art. To her, facial features and violent movement were not the means to 

expression and, in fact, missed the point entirely. In his 'Notes of a Painter', Matisse 

emphasises how important space, proportion, and arrangement are to expression. 

These beliefs about art, Bell put into practice and tried to abide by all her life. The 

manipulation of space and how space defines domesticity are the inspiration for the 

various themes discussed in this chapter. Included in the discussion are the following 

topics: the depiction of gender within space, the size of a canvas, the scenes 

acceptable for depiction within a certain space, and how domestic space can be both 

expansive and limiting. 

Bell's images of gendered conversations, scenes with nudes, work regarding 

the meaning of war and peace, and large, monumental paintings all compose a 

picture of how she manipulated space to make particular statements about art and 

life. By controlling the domestic space in her paintings, Bell redefined domesticity 

and its boundaries. She pursued a new definition of space that challenged the status 

quo. Her innovative use of space and the home leads to questions such as whether 

284 Hemi Matisse, 'Notes of a Painter', Art in The01 y 1900-1990, An Anthology of Chang ing Ideas, p. 
73 . 
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urban space should be considered more modern than domestic space, and whether the 

modern ideal at the time, embodied by masculine, urban, and militaristic visions, is 

actually more groundbreaking than the work Bell was creating about domesticity. 

Virginia Woolf figures very importantly in this chapter because of her 

influence on the development of Bell's ideas related to space and domesticity. From 

as early as childhood, they were imagining a life beyond the drawing-room, while 

creating a life for themselves in it that was relevant to their future pursuits. For the 

rest of their lives, Bell and Woolf continued an almost daily dialogue about their art 

and about domesticity. Repeatedly, Woolf and Bell were embarking on similar ideas 

though they sometimes took very different approaches to their work. For both 

women, it was only when each had a separate space to work in that both were able to 

tap into their full potential. However, long before, even during their upbringing in 

Hyde Park Gate and then their life together in Gm·don Square, they had begun to 

formulate new ideas about domesticity and its relation to space. 

For female artists, gender limited the spaces they could legitimately occupy. 

They could only legitimately work within certain spaces, mostly domestic, whereas 

their male counterpmis, often celebrated as flaneurs, could enter into most spaces 

without any penalties.285 Staying at home was seen as insipid and feminine, but the 

home was the only legitimate space women could occupy, in the eyes of society. 

The men of Bloomsbury, who relished and championed domestic life, also received 

the condemnation of the art world and the public who defined space by gender. 

Likewise, domestic art from the period is seen as equally weak and unworthy of 

attention. As a female artist, Bell paints her women in a way that goes beyond the 

285 See Chapter 2, 'Limitations and Expansions ' for more about flaneurs. 
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notion of women as beautiful sexual objects, without the power stmggles between 

the sexes inherent in many of her male contemporaries' paintings of women. 

This chapter also continues themes introduced earlier in this dissertation

that of the latent role of the decorative arts in the modem movement and as a crucial 

source of inspiration for Bell's painting. The discussion begun earlier, of how 

matemity and marriage inspired Bell's most innovative works, continues here. This 

chapter also continues to combat the notion of the decorative arts as low art, and the 

assumption that embracing domesticity leads to the death of creativity. The 

distinction still exists, that women are associated with procreativity and men with 

cultural creativity. By claiming the domestic space and making it singularly hers, 

Bell established an identity that is female, matemal, and domestic yet is not at odds 

with atiistic originality and modemity. 

Engendered Spaces 

Bell's interpretation of domesticity in her art forged a new path separate from 

those that emerged from the traditional production of domestic as well as modem art. 

Without ties to a specific school of painting or an unchangeable set of artistic beliefs, 

Bell was free to interpret and translate her artistic intentions and sensibility to the 

public in a unique way. She combined her own intuition with ideas she gleaned from 

artists she admired such as Cezanne and the Post-Impressionists, while absorbing and 

reinterpreting the advice and feedback she received from family and friends, 

particularly Roger Fry and Virginia Woolf. Woolf felt that in many ways her career 

path was an easier one to pursue than Bell's as a visual artist. While there had been a 

number of successful female writers, such as J ane Austen, George Eliot, and the 
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Brontes, who helped to pave the way for Woolf, there were few women Bell could 

look to as examples of successful painters. When reflecting on what Bell did and did 

not accomplish in her art, one must always remember what Woolf wrote in A Room 

of One 's Own. In her treatise on artistic independence for women, Woolf explains 

that one of the greatest challenges to female miists was 'that they had no tradition 

behind them, or one so short and partial that it was of little help. For we think back 

through our mothers if we are women' .Z86 Without an artistic legacy, Bell felt she 

could only look to herself to find an honest artist's voice that did not rely on her 

artistic predecessors. Refusing to merely copy what she admired, Bell drew 

inspiration from a number of sources, while instilling in herself an unwavering desire 

to depict domesticity replete with form, colour, and emotion. Yet, many of her 

works remain enigmatic. She focused on conveying thoughts, feelings, and ideas 

rather than hard facts . But there is always the feeling that layers of the artist's true 

self remain concealed within the layers of paint in her work. 

Bell may not have had an adequate legacy of female artists upon which to 

draw, but she had a number of strong women in her life who served as role models 

and sources of support. Most significant for her artistic growth was her relationship 

with Virginia Woolf, who challenged the status quo with regards to modem literature 

and, even more importantly, gave a voice to female thoughts. Moreover, Woolfwas 

a great champion of 'tea-table thinking' and promoted the idea that utilising 

domesticity in one's art should be considered not only perfectly acceptable but a 

wellspring of insights. Naturally, Bell experienced difficulty in establishing herself 

as an artist, but she had some advantages her contemporaries did not. For one, she 

grew up as part of a literary family which valued intelligence and creativity, and to a 

286 Woo if, A Room of One's OlVn I Three Guineas, p. 69 . Part of quote appears in Chapter 2, 'Woolf 
and Bell 's Interpretations of Maternity ' . 



considerable extent, encouraged these traits in her. Despite fitting firmly into the 

Victorian mould, the Stephen girls enjoyed a slightly bohemian childhood with 

parents who encouraged their education (at home) and atheism instead of organised 

religion. With Virginia Stephen as her constant companion, playmate and creative 

partner, Bell was able to focus on her craft with single-minded dedication partly 

because her sister was doing the same in her writing. Bell and Woolfwere 

establishing new, different and challenging spaces and environments for women to 

occupy that did not exploit, take advantage of, or compromise them. The sisters were 

creating their own legacy because the one they inherited was largely imagined and 

generated by men. Throughout her life, W oolf would argue against the notion that 

some spaces and scenes were more important than others because they involved or 

excluded a specific gender. In A Room of One's Own, she argues for a restructuring 

of values accorded to gender. 

But it is obvious that the values of women differ very often from the values 
which have been made by the other sex; naturally, this is so. Yet it is the 
masculine values that prevail. Speaking crudely, football and sport are 
'important'; the worship of fashion, the buying of clothes 'trivial'. And these 
values are inevitably transferred from life to fiction. 287 

As sisters and artists, Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell influenced each other's ideas 

about domesticity and found a common bond in trying to represent home life in a 

way that would be considered modem, original, and truthful. 

Visually, Bell and Woolf always retained a common bond with their great 

aunt, the Pre-Raphaelite photographer, Julia Margaret Cameron. 28 8 Like Cameron, 

Bell's rendering of the sites, scenes, and spaces of domesticity present a vision of 

home and the relationships of the people in it in an entirely new way. Julia Mm·gm·et 

Cameron was the inspiration for Woolfs play Freshwater first staged at Bell's 

287 Woo if, A Room of" One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 67 . 
288 Julia Margaret Cameron 's influence is also di scussed in Chapter 3, ' Intimate Lens, Imaginative 
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London studio in 1935 where Vanessa Bell, appropriately, assumed the role of 

Cameron. On a number of occasions, Bell painted from Cameron's photographs, 

studying her aunt's technique, style, and use of mood. The lasting legacy Cameron 

left her nieces was evident in the value Bell and Woolfplaced on Cameron and her 

pictures. Bell placed various Cameron photographs of famous men and their mother 

on the walls of Gordon Square. She also made no distinction between the male 

artists and the female ones when she cited 'Aunt Julia's photographs' as more than 

adequately withstanding comparison to a Watts portrait.289 Bell's conception of how 

great men and women occupy space, particularly domestic space would constantly be 

asserted in her paintings and life. Her mother's accomplishments, she implies by her 

placement of the pictures, are more than equal to those of the men of distinction such 

as Te1myson and Darwin. This is but one of the many examples of Bell's deliberate 

manipulation of space and the subjects within certain spaces that give dignity to 

women and womanhood in her domestic scenes. Her greatest contribution to British 

Modernism should be regarded, first and foremost, as the way she challenged the 

status quo regarding how domesticity could be represented. 

Ennobling the Drawing Room: A Mutual Desire 

Before the sisters had rooms and studios of their own, they occupied the same 

space. Whether it was the nursery, the tea table or the drawing room, the girls 

engaged in arts, crafts, reading, and conversation. The sisters made their home the 

place where they could formulate their values and make discoveries, while their 

brothers were sent away from home to study and work in order to emich themselves. 

Bell's paintings and Woolfs writing assert how and why the drawing-room should 

289 Refer to Chapter 3, ' Out of the Studio, Into the Nursery ' for full quote. 



be reconsidered and re-valued by society, which usually relegated women to the 

drawing-room. In their work, they continually refer to the drawing-room as the place 

that embodies invaluable female thought and activity. Instead of being embittered by 

their spatial limitations, the sisters used their shared enclosure to their advantage both 

intellectually and miistically. In fact, their shared moments in the drawing-room 

cemented their bond, one which considered the home, their domestic space, as a 

legitimate site for creative thought. Bell ' s recollections of Hyde Park Gate are 

mostly dark and riddled with death, but in the drawing-room she found respite and 

happiness. 

I cannot remember a time when Virginia did not mean to be a writer and I a 
painter. It was a lucky arrangement for it means that we went our own ways 
and one source of jealousy at any rate was absent. Our happiest afternoons 
were spent in a small room handed over to us, opening out of the large double 
drawing-room. It was a cheerful little room, almost entirely made of glass
with a skylight, windows all along one side, looking on to the back of the 
garden... In this room we used to sit, I painting, and she reading aloud. She 
read most of the Victorian novelists this way and I can still hear her voice ifl 
read George Eliot or Thackeray. 290 

The tea table was where Vanessa and Virginia reigned, where the girls carved out a 

space for themselves, where creativity, femininity, strength, and intelligence could 

dwell, unencumbered by the limitations that the outside world wanted to place on 

them. 

It thus came about that Nessa and I formed together a close conspiracy. In 
that world of many men, coming and going, in that big house of innumerable 
rooms, we formed our private nucleus. I visualize it as a little sensitive centre 
of acute life; ofinstantaneous sympathy, in the great echoing shell ofHyde 
Park Gate. The shell was empty all day. In the evening back they would all 
come; Adrian from Westminster; Jack from Lincoln's Inn Fields; Gerald 
from Dents, George from the Post Office or the Treasury, back to the focus, 
the tea table, where Nessa and I presided. Together we shaped our own 
angle, and from it looked out at a world that seemed to both ofus much the 
same.29 1 

290 Bell, SIP!, p. 64. 
29 1 Woolf, MOB, p. 143 . 
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'Tea-table thinking,' as Woolfwould later refer to it, could legitimately hold its own 

against the masculine thinking of educated men.292 From their point of view, the tea 

table was more than worthy of being described and depicted in high art. 

A Room of One's Own and A Studio of One's Own 

The move to Gm·don Square was significant for both women because it 

allowed them to occupy spaces independently. The next crucial step in their artistic 

education would require that they think, exist, and produce in an environment where 

they were not interrupted and where they would not have to compromise their space. 

While Woolfwas recovering from her second serious mental breakdown in May 

1904, Bell wrote to reassure her sister that the new environment of their home would 

not be like the old one. For the rest of her life, Woolfwould feel an immense sense 

of gratitude that Bell had provided this haven of respite and creative stimulation. For 

Woolf, moving to Gordon Square helped the writer out of her shell. Woolf describes 

the move from one home to the other as a kind ofbattle against the establishment. 

'Vanessa had wound up Hyde Park Gate once and for all. She had sold; she had 

bumt; she had sorted; she had tom up. Sometimes I believe she had actually to get 

men with hammers to batter down-so wedged into each other had the walls and 

cabinets become. But now all the room stood empty'. 293 The difference between 

their old and new rooms was dramatic. 

At Hyde Park Gate one had only a bedroom in which to read or see one's 
friends . Here [in Gm·don Square] Vanessa and I each had a sitting room; 
there was the large double drawing room and a study on the ground floor. To 
make it all newer and fresher, the house had been completely done up .. .. We 
were going to do without table napkins, we were going to have [large 

292 Woolf 'Thought on Peace in an Air Raid ' , Th e Crowded Dance of Mod~rn L!fe: Selected Essays, 
vol. ii, edited by Rachel Bowlby, London: Penguin Books, 1993, p. 169. 
293 Woolf, MOB, p. 184. 
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supplies of] Bromo instead; we were going to paint; to write; to have coffee 
fl d . . d f . ' 1 k 294 a ter Inner mstea o tea at mne o c oc . 

This sense of reawakening was accompanied by a sense of excitement, freedom, and 

creative activity. Woolfin A Room of One's Own not only considers financial 

security as essential for a woman writer to succeed, but also, having one's own 

physical space and the privacy that accompanies it. Woolf describes Gordon Square 

as the symbol of a new era, 'needless to say the Watts-Venetian tradition of red plush 

and black paint had been reversed; we had entered the Sargent-Furse era; white and 

green chintzes were everywhere; and instead of Morris wall-papers with their 

intricate patterns we decorated our walls with washes of plain distemper'. 295 The 

plain white walls in the bedroom were not considered a stark, remote, and cold 

smTounding but rather, a kind of blank canvas and a new beginning. Hence, the 

sisters left the walls purposely bare because they were liberated from their past and 

had done away with the artistic and decorative traditions of Hyde Park Gate. One 

image that confirms this feeling of freedom is one of Bell's earliest nudes, The 

Bedroom, Gordon Square of 1912, a work which makes an enigmatic statement 

about isolation (fig. 28). A nude woman sits on a bed, lost in her own thoughts, 

while the room she sits in does not allude to her circumstances or to any sense of 

narrative. The painting, with its earthy colours of green, brown, flesh, cream and 

black implies intimacy, privacy, and homeliness. Unlike usual depictions of nudes, 

this painting avoids any of the typical issues regarding the artist's gaze and the 

artist's possession of that body. The nude's body and face are described so vaguely 

that it simply becomes one of the fom1s in the picture rather than th subject itself. If 

the nude is Bell, the bedroom tells another story as well. Her own reminiscences 

294 Ibid. , p. 185 . 
295 Quote appears in Chapter I , 'Setting the Scene for Craftwork ', Woolf, MOB, p. 185 . 



indicate that she treasured her space and the simplicity of her smTotmdings, a 

godsend after the ornate and oppressive sun·oundings of Hyde Park Gate. 

It seemed as if in every way we were making a new beginning in the tall, 
clean, rather frigid room, heated only by coal fires in the old-fashioned open 
fireplaces . It was a bit cold perhaps, but it was exhilarating to have left the 
house in which there had been so much gloom and depression, to have come 
to these white walls, large windows opening on to trees and lawns, to have 
one's own rooms, be master of one's own time, have all the things in fact 
which come as a matter of course to many of the young today but seldom 
then, to young women at least. 296 

Painting oneselfnude and in one's bedroom indicates the sense of emancipation 

moving to Gordon Square bestowed upon the Stephen sisters. The Bedroom, Gordon 

Square indicates a change of style for Bell, who had been emulating Whistler and 

Sargent prior to 1910. Her confident, fauvist style shows that her allegiance was 

moving towards the Post-Impressionism. This painting draws many parallels to 

Woolf s quest of finding A Room of One 's Own in which the artists must seek out not 

only a place to live but also to work freely. 

Home Free: Domesticating Space and Place 

Once established in Gordon Square, the sisters went about overturning 

various standards of traditional domestic life, while at the same time recording the 

changes in their lives through words and paint. By doing so, they were ennobling the 

home, while questioning accepted concepts of gender associated with home life at 

the turn of the century. Whereas the male occupied outdoor space by going to work 

every day, in the front lines, fighting battles and waging wars, females occupied the 

indoor space and were the domestic workers maintaining the home front, waiting 

placidly for the men to come home. The male artist had the choice of painting either 

the domestic or outdoor world. As the consummate flaneur, he could paint urban 

296 Bell, SJPJ, p. 99. 
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life, visiting clubs, cabarets, theatres, and brothels in the name of art. His female 

counterpart had no such choice and was limited to the realm of domestic art. With 

this disparity came a judgment, produced by miists and critics, that what constituted 

high art was masculine, urban and aggressive, while domestic art was a low art due 

to its feminine, homely, and passive qualities. 

Thus, responsible for her home life, and to some extent restricted to it by 

marriage and children, Bell had to find new ways of portraying the home without 

resorting to traditional scenes. She was able to travel, attend the theatre, go on 

errands, and visit fiiends outside the home, but in comparison with her male 

contemporaries Bell's responsibility for her children and the running of her home 

restricted her mobility and sociability immensely. Her letters often ask Clive or 

Roger Fry to inform her of the latest fashions in clothing, art, and entertainment 

because she could not simply go to London or Paris on a whim. To some extent, 

Bell ' s limitations of space were self-imposed because she identified closely with the 

home and was emotionally attached to her children and domesticity. Yet, she did not 

believe her domestic world restricted her from producing legitimate, modem, and 

original art that spoke volumes of the emotions in which she could draw from within 

the home. 

One of the ways she combated the attitude that domestic subjects were 

unworthy of modem art was to paint her scenes using powerful colour, original 

design, and uncommon dimensions. Her portraits of women, in particular, produce 

powerful visual f01ms. In her p01iraits of Helen Dudley, Iris Tree, and Dr Moralt, 

the female sitter's fonn overwhelms the entire canvas and often looks as though she 

is too large for the painting, so large is her personality and presence. In her Self

Portrait of 1915, Bell ' s body is large and looming to the point that it seems to extend 
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indefinitely beyond the canvas (fig. 29). Bell is not concemed with beauty in the 

traditional sense, but rather in one that considers form, colour, and design as key 

factors in the painting. She accentuates the features of her sitters regardless of 

whether it is flattering to them. For example, in her own self-portrait, she appears to 

have an immense torso, evidence of her fertility and abundance, and also enormous 

hands, the treasured instruments to produce her ati. She wears a dress chosen for its 

interesting pattem rather than its beauty. Bell's women are ennobled, powerful, and 

striking figures that cannot be ignored. The viewer is forced to focus less attention 

on trying to discover the character of these women and more on appreciating the 

forms produced on the canvas. Bell is not concemed with superficial beauty, but 

beauty inherent in one's strength of character. Hence, many of her paintings of 

women are powerful, encompassing, and colourful. Ironically, her portrait ofMary 

Hutchinson is almost the opposite. Mary's figure is skinny, fragile, and almost 

quivers, as if she is experiencing an attack of the nerves . 

Bell deliberately made her forms larger than life, but she also had a great 

appreciation for how artists used space to their advantage. Bell could appreciate 

Gwen John's diminutive, somewhat emaciated, and pale women because, like her 

own work, they are women in domestic settings that are original, modem, and evoke 

a strong sense of mood and atmosphere. John's women are unifotmly stick-like and 

receding, but they retain a steeliness and strength in them which Bell found unique 

and truthful. Like Bell, John found a style entirely of her own, enigmatic yet derived 

from much emotion. Both artists found something in themselves and the women 

they painted that was not observed by academic painters or even popular painters 

such as Gwen John's brother Augustus John. 

We went to the New English yesterday. My word, what a show! Of course 
[Philip Wilson] Steer is quite done for, and the [Augustus] Jolm seemed to 
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me to be some rather sentimental drawings badly put together, with no 
feelings for the whole, and the child is beastly! (unidentified work) As for 
Hemy Lamb, I'm not quite clear what I think of him. It's simply too 
deadly- academic drawing, niggled and polished up to the last point, without 
life or interest, very skilful, and utterly commonplace and second-hand in 
idea. Miss [Gwen] John seemed to me much more interesting than anyone.297 

These comments expressed to Roger Fry suggest that she found Augustus John 

overly saccharine. His portraits of children, such as the Pyramus Bell owned for a 

time, charm but do not push any boundaries, while the work of his sister has a unique 

aesthetic sensibility not found in traditional portraiture. 

Like Bell, Woolf struggled in her writing to argue for equality of space and 

the importance of the home. Bell became the symbol and inspiration to Woolf 

regarding anything domestic. While Woolfread voraciously, swallowing whatever 

she could get her hands on, Bell's literary interests were resolutely domestic, though 

she often proof-read her husband's work and read drafts ofWoolfs books. Woolf 

received the following response after lending her sister a book: 'The cake and loaf 

were simply heavenly and the book I am reading with great interest. You know my 

tastes in literature, don't you? Simple and domestic. What a mercy not to read about 

the war' . 298 Bell enjoyed novels that were related to interior life and space, such as 

the novels by her favourite writer, Jane Austen. Another reason that Bell enjoyed 

Austen was that Woolfappreciated Austen's work. To both sisters, Austen was a 

role model, an artist who was able to pursue her writing creatively, thoughtfully, and 

successfully while being almost entirely concemed with the depictions of domestic 

life, and who never denied or concealed her femininity. For, more often then not, as 

Woolflaments in A Room of One 's Own , the main downfall of female artists was that 

they merely tried to replicate men. 

297 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 23 November (1911): TATE. 
298 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 5 June (191 7): BERG. 



But how impossible it must have been for them not to budge either to the 
right or to the left. What genius, what integrity it must have required in face 
of all that criticism, in the midst of that purely patriarchal society, to hold fast 
to the thing as they saw it without shrinking. Only Jane Austen did it and 
Emily Bronte. It is another feather, perhaps the finest, in their caps. They 
wrote as women write, not as men write. Of all the thousand women who 
wrote novels then, they alone entirely ignored the perpetual admonitions of 
the eternal pedagogue- write this, think that. 299 

Woolfs warning against simply emulating men was one which Bell heeded in her 

own life and work. Bell exhibited her painting The Visit at the Nameless Exhibition, 

a show of anonymous artists organised by Fry at the Alpine Club in 1921.30° Fry 

wrote to her mentioning that one of her old teachers at the Slade, Henry Tonks, a 

man who, in Bell's words, 'had taught or rather squashed me at the Slade', had 

incmrectly misidentified her work. 301 'He's got you and D[uncan] inverted and gave 

a little lecture on what a pity that women always imitated men'. 302 Her response 

shows the fury and frustration she encountered when her achievement was 

unrecognised and disregarded. 

I mean that most people are so stupid that if any two painters paint the same 
subject they wouldn't know their work apart. It's very tiresome, but I don't 
think one can help it, except by not painting the same subjects ... . I don't 
understand Tonks, for surely no one could think Duncan had painted the Visit 
who knew his work at all. Nor should I have thought I could possibly have 
painted the standing women without being almost an imitator ofhis. 303 

With regard to being considered a mere copier of male artists, Bell asked for 

reassurance from Fry that her work was original because she admitted 'you see how 

tetrified I am of the usual female fate'. 304 Woolf and Bell were concerned with 

being original while being true to their femininity and domestic interests. Their work 

heralds domestic literature and painting as worthy of the same acclaim and 

299 Woo if, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 67-68 . 
300 Woolf, Letters, p. 249 . The Visit has been identified by Regina Marler as probably another name 
for the painting A Conversation ( 1913-1916), which was also referred to as Three Women by Virginia 
Woolf. Further discuss ion about A Conversation can be found on p. 152-153 . 
30 1 Bell, SIP!, p. 11 8. 
302 Roger Fry, Letters, p. 507. 
303 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Monday, (16 May 1921): TATE. 
304 Bell, SIP!, p. I 18 . 
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consideration given to male mtists, but at the same time they were conscious of not 

wanting to emulate men. 

Another concern W oolf and Bell had about their art was they wanted to show 

that the female subjects in their work not only occupied the same amount of space as 

men, but were shown to be as productive as men. By showing that creativity need 

not be contrary to domesticity, Bell and Woolfs women are shown often involved in 

domestic work, creating, nurturing, and thinking. Another troubling issue the sisters 

dealt with was the financial disparity between female and male labour. While men 

got paid for their labour, women often were not, so the sisters grappled with how to 

show that their work was equal to that of men despite the financial inequality. 

In one world the sons of educated men work as civil servants, judges, soldiers 
and are paid for that work; in the other world, the daughters of educated men 
work as wives, mothers, daughter- but are they not paid for that work? Is 
the work of a mother, of a wife, or a daughter, worth nothing to the nation in 
solid cash?305 

In her writing Woolf alludes to the fact that the price of a happy home cannot be 

defined by any monetary figure. Bell literally made domesticity and the home a 

prime commodity by selling her crafts and creating designs for the home. The 

primary example of the financial gain Bell received as an artist is the salary she 

received fi·om producing decorative work for Fry's Omega Workshops. Involved 

with making decor, clothing, and designs, Bell saw the economic and artistic value of 

the decorative arts. Not only was she able to contribute to her household earnings 

through her labour, but she also learned invaluable tools for her artistic career. In 

turn, her experience with the decorative arts heavily influenced her work in the fine 

arts. 

305 Woolf, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 176. 



The dinner set Bell and Grant produced for Kenneth Clark and his wife is one 

example of how Bell eamed money through her art. The dinner set defies traditional 

concepts of space and gender in the decorative arts . Despite Bell's reticence about 

explaining her artistic inspirations, it is clear that she was aware that she was 

breaking with convention and setting a new standard for women in art. Her creation 

of such potentially controversial concepts was always handled with characteristic 

humour and lightness. In 1932, the Clarks commissioned a dinner service to be 

produced by Grant and Bell and requested them to suggest themes for the plates. Bell 

thought about it and replied: 

We think there ought to be some sort of one idea running through the service 
to give it a character and unity while allowing a good deal of variety also and 
our idea is to make it an illustration of women in different capacities
famous queens, actresses and so on- This would give one a great deal of 
choice. We could have classical figures or modem or anything. At the same 
time there'd be one general idea and interest to connect al1. 306 

The Clarks embraced the idea whole-heartedly leading Bell to remark, 'you are the 

most encouraging of patrons! And we are so glad you like the idea of celebrated 

females. If you have any you specifically want put in will you let us know?'. 307 The 

array of plates were decorated with renown women such as Greta Garbo, Miss 1933 

(a beauty pageant winner), and the Queen but also writers and artists including 

Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell. With humour, they also created a plate with 

Duncan Grant as an honorary woman. The pmiraits were painted first on plain, 

unglazed Wedgwood plates and then sent off to be fired . 

There are still4 plates to be done. Two (Virginia Woolf and Ellen Terry) 
were failures and will be done again. Three actresses are wanted to make up 
the dozen and we propose to do Mrs Jordans, Pavlova, and Greta Garbo. 
Two beauties are wanted and we propose Lady Hamilton and [Miss] 1933.308 

306 Vanessa Bell to Jane Clark, 21 September (1932) :YCBA 
307 From Vanessa Bell to Jane Clark, 28 September (1932): YCBA. 
308 Vanessa Bell to Jane Clark, unidentified date but probably 1933 : YCBA. 
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The dinner service was greeted with enthusiasm and curiosity amongst the artists' 

friends, and Bell and Grant hoped it would lead to more commissions. Despite the 

end ofthe Omega Workshops in 1918, Bell enjoyed decorative mis projects and hope 

to make a business of it. Before delivering the service, Bell asked J ane Clark 

whether she could postpone delivery. 

We want to ask if you'd mind if we had a tea party to show them to a few 
people before you have them as so many people have been curious to see 
them and this would be the only chance. We have done a few extra things in 
the hope of attracting more orders too. But yours are the only celebrated 
ladies. 309 

After the war she was keen to set up another design workshop but Kenneth Clark 

advised her against it. He did not think it was a good idea because he felt the market 

was not large enough to maintain the business. He recommended, instead, that she 

focus on special commissions on an individual basis. 

Conversations in Painting, Conversation in Life 

Along with the liberation of the drawing room came the freedom of 

conversation. It is not by chance that many of Bell's paintings depict conversations 

between men and women in the drawing room and other domestic settings. These 

images show just how radical a depmiure from conventional social talk their 

conversations were. It becomes clear, through the images, that the sisters valued 

conversation enormously and the liberated way that they could speak with their 

brother's friends. The sisters had been used to speaking privately and openly with 

one another while enclosed within their 'very close conspiracy', but their 

conversations reached yet another level of intimacy through their exposure and 

blossoming friendship with Thoby' s Cambridge friends. Thoby organised the first of 

309 Vanessa Bell to Jane Clark, 9 June ( 1933): YCBA. 
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his 'Thursday Evenings', his weekly meetings devoted to conversation, on the 16111 of 

February 1905, less than five months after their move to Gm·don Square. For Bell, it 

was not just the intellectual aspects of the conversation that thrilled her but the 

domestic, every day subjects they discussed of which she was fond. 

When it is said that we did not hesitate to talk of anything, it must be 
understood that this was literally true. If you could say what you like about 
art, sex, or religion, you could also talk freely and very likely dully about the 
ordinary doings of daily life. There was very little self-consciousness, I 
think, in those early gatherings, but life was exciting, terrible and amusing 
and we had to explore it, thankful that one could do so freely.310 

Thoby, equally fond of his sisters and eager to introduce him to his intellectual 

friends, organised the meetings, despite the fact that in polite company women were 

usually barred from male conversations, especially those pertaining to anything 

remotely intellectual or sexual. 'Thursday Evenings' were the forerunner to the 

Bloomsbury group, the Friday Club, and later the Memoir Club, all environments 

where Bell and Woolf could talk freely, easily, and unencumbered by propriety. In 

their memoirs and recollections, the sisters would often recall the move to Gordon 

Square as a magical time when they were able to practice their arts and verbally spar 

with men who respected and valued their views. 

Naturally, then, when the bell rang and these astonishing fellows came in, 
Vanessa and I were in a twitter of excitement. 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. ... They came 
in hesitatingly, self-effacingly, and folded themselves up quietly [in] the 
corners of sofas .... Never have I been at such pains to sharpen and launch 
my own little dart. And then what joy it was when one's contribution was 
accepted . . .. From such discussions Vanessa and I got probably much the same 
pleasure that undergraduates get when they meet friends of their own for the 
first time. In the world of Booths and the Maxses we were not asked to use 
our brains much. Here we used nothing else. And part of the charm of those 
Thursday evenings was that they were astonishingly abstract. 311 

310 Bell, SIP!, p.l 05. 
3 11 Woolf, MOB, p. l 89-190. The Booths and the Maxses had been old friends of Julia and Leslie 
Stephen. 
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The sense of excitement, the battle of the wits, and the close camaraderie established 

between men and women are evident in paintings such as Bell's unfinished 

Conversation Piece of 1912 (fig. 30). Even though this was painted years after the 

'Thursday Evenings' had evolved into what became known as the Bloomsbury 

group, Bell's painting evokes the atmosphere of eager conversation, ease, and 

humour that could be found in the drawing room at Gordon Square. Adrian Stephen 

sits on the left, at the edge of his seat eagerly about to state his point; Leonard Woolf 

sits to the right, legs crossed in an easy, receptive, slightly reclining pose, indicated 

only by the appearance of his feet and legs; Clive Bell just barely makes an 

appearance as he is impudently obscured by the painter, distinguished only by his 

bright blue socks and slippers, which adds to the informality of the setting. Shone 

indicates that in the mirror above the fireplace, Clive Bell's face has humorously 

been added, as if to reveal the reflection of the mysterious person with the blue 

socks. Just as likely, the reflection reveals the artist herself. The angle of the mirror 

and the fact that the person in the mirror has a full head of hair indicates that it is not 

in fact Clive but Vanessa in the mirror's reflection. It indicates that Bell has 

included herself in the portrait as an equal member ofthe conversation, the conductor 

of the scene. Bell has captured the scene with wit, good fun, and frankness. The 

unfinished quality of the canvas as well as the indistinct faces captures the sense that 

this is an impromptu, informal conversation with an identical painterly style. 

Bell took her ideals of conversation another step further by establishing, 

almost entirely on her own, an artistic club that would be unlike the Royal Academy 

and the Slade, a club where men and women could talk about art freely, unhampered 

by tradition and the control of British art academies. Inspired and encouraged by her 

conversations in Gordon Square, Bell set up the first meeting of the Friday Club in 
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October 1905 and organised its first exhibition one month later. The Friday Club is 

an example ofher tenacity, organisational prowess, and drive at the begi1ming of the 

century. Just as moving to Gordon Square had inspired Bell and Woolfto elevate 

their minds and creativity to a new level, she hoped the club would induce a 

revitalised and modem movement in British art. Writing to Violet Dickson, Woolf 

shows the awe tinged with envy she felt towards her very capable sister at the time. 

The [Friday] Club flourishes, and begins to quarrel which is a healthy sign. 
You will be in the thick of it all soon, so I won't go into details . As a study 
of human nature I find it very amusing; but thank the Lord I am not 
responsible. Old Nessa goes ahead, and slashes about her, and manages all 
the business, and rejects all her friends pictures, and don't mind a bit. She is 
said to have a genius for organization; and it all seems to interest her- it 
would bore me to death. 312 

Because its members refused to unite in a common artistic goal, the Friday Club 

floundered for some time, though by 1910 it was receiving favourable reviews in the 

press. Bell was the club's secretary until 1912, but did not exhibit after 1913, by 

which time she had grown tired and frustrated over the lack of cohesion and 

agreement at the club:- More impmiantly, she had found more stimulation and 

excitement about art and design at the Omega Workshops. In retrospect, she was 

able to look at what she had hoped to achieve at the Friday Club without bittemess, 

but with some disappointment. In a letter to Margery Snowden, Bell wrote from 

Paris in March of 1922: 

There is no doubt that a painter' s life here is quite different as I always 
thought. Do you remember how I started the Friday Club in a vain hope of 
creating something ofthe same kind of atmosphere in London! Here the 
whole thing is alive and encouraging in spite of all smis of drawbacks in the 
way of jealousies and quan-els. 31 3 

Despite the Club not reaching Bell 's expectations, her establishment of it is an 

example of how far she would go in tenns oftrying to change the art world in 

3 12 Virginia Woolfto Violet Dickson, 3 Dec 1905. Woolf, Letters, vol. I, p. 213 . 3 1' , Vanessa Bell to Margery Snowdon, 5 March 1922: TATE. 
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England by introducing it to modem trends, seeking co-operation rather than 

alienation, and encouraging open conversation umestricted by tradition. 

For Bell, open, intimate conversation between men and women was one of 

the greatest aspects of the Bloomsbury group. From her recollections of early 

Bloomsbury, to her establishment of the Friday Club, and to her poignant images of 

the Memoir Club in the 1940s, Bell's attention to the value of conversation never 

flagged . Her portrait of the later Memoir Club includes both the younger and older 

generation of Bloomsbury members enjoying a chat in the drawing room of a home. 

It is an image that is quintessentially domestic, but at the same time radical in its 

embrace of open conversation between men and women of various sexual 

orientations and ages . In the painting, portraits of the deceased but unforgotten 

Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey, and Roger Fry gaze approvingly from the wall. 

Words and image, as was always the case in Bloomsbury, work hand in hand to 

create an atmosphere of camaraderie. The Memoir Club, the site of shared 

biography, is here recorded by Bell in a visual biography of its members, staking its 

claim in history. 

Women in Artistic Conversation and Liberated Space 

Despite producing many images of men and women in conversation, it is in 

Bell ' s paintings of women that conversation and space are brought to yet another 

level of intimacy and candour. Despite the liberation and ease that she believed men 

and women could interact with each other, she believed that women share 'a very 

close conspiracy' of their own. Her paintings of women suggest that there exists a 

close and unique bond, especially when they are engaged in conversation or artistic 

pursuits. Bell evokes a special intimacy reserved only for spaces occupied by women 
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in her paintings. In life, Bell often recognised that men and women acted differently 

depending on the gender dynamics of a group. It was when Bell was trapped in a 

room full of unsympathetic men when she would miss her sister's conversation the 

most. Such situations highlighted the exclusivity of the male atmosphere where she 

would perpetually be an outsider and misunderstood. 

There is an atmosphere of undiluted male here. How you would hate it! If 
only you were here we should now light a fire and sit over it talking the 
whole morning, with our skirts up to our trousers. You should say 'Now 
what shall we talk about?' & I ifl were tactful would say 'Our past' & then 
we should begin & discuss all our marvelous past & George's delinquencies 
etc. & so come to our present & then to your future & whether & whom you 
would marry. & then at last to the one great subject. 'Now what do you 
really think of your brains Billy?' I should say with such genuine interest that 
you'd have to tell me & we should probably reach the most exalted spheres. 
Why aren't you here?314 

It was instances such as this that inspired one ofBell's most astute and evocative 

paintings entitled A Conversation which WoolfrefeiTed to as Three Women , first 

painted in 1913 and then altered in 1916 (fig. 31). It is an image that promotes a 

female conversational community, suggesting that women's conversations are unique 

and not to be trivialised. Angelica Gamett's description of her aunt and mother, lost 

in conversation, describes the intimacy and camaraderie of such a moment. 

There were many occasions when I went to see Virginia alone with Vanessa, 
and I amused myself while they enjoyed what they called a good old gossip. 
The intimacy of those occasions remains with me, and leads me to envy the 
relations between sisters. They understood each other perfectly and were 
probably at their best in each other's company.315 

The women in the painting ce1iainly appear to be enjoying 'a good old gossip' . It is 

an image that invites the viewer to appreciate but certainly not to join in. Two of the 

women are still wearing their tall hats indicating that in their eagemess to chat they 

could not be bothered to take their hats off, even in the privacy of their friend's 

home. The three women sit in front of curtains and a vase, as if they were behind the 

314 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 21 August 1908: TATE. 
315 Garnett, Th e Eternal Moment, p. 54. 
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closed curtains of a theatre stage indicating that Bell was aware that there was an 

audience, the viewer, to this supposedly private scene. All three women curve 

towards each other in a unified triumvirate, wearing simple, eatihy colours in 

contrast to the painting's vivid background. 

A Conversation depicts a verbal exchange between women where the fluidity 

of the forms and their gestures indicate an open, easy, and enjoyable conversation 

depicting the camaraderie of women. The woman without a hat gestures 

emphatically with the flick of her wrist, drawing the two women closer to hear what 

she is saying. The huge hulking forms, typical of Bell's paintings of women, also 

indicate that these women are solid, constant, and powerful figures of womanhood. 

The lack of distinct features on both the women's faces and in the scene as a whole 

allows the painting to be viewed as a universal symbol of conversation between 

women rather than a moment in time particular to just these three women. The 

uniqueness of female conversation was a constant inspiration to both Bell and W oolf. 

In 1918, Woolf was working on 'Kew Gardens', a short story that chronicles several 

conversations within the gardens' boundaries. Critical ofher own work, Woolf 

asked Bell for advice writing, 'I'm sending you my story; you will see it's a case of 

atmosphere, and I don' t think I've got it quite. Don't you think you might design a 

title page? Tell me what you think of the story' . 316 Bell responded enthusiastically 

to the story, especially to a particular scene involving two women conversing next to 

a flower-bed . In response to Woolfs letter, Bell recalls her painting of A 

Conversation as an image befitting the story, 

It's a relief to turn to your story [Kew Gardens], though some ofthe 
conversation- she says, I says, sugar- ! know too well! But it's fascinating 
and a great success, I think. So does Duncan. I suppose no one else is to see 
it yet. I wonder if I could do a drawing for it. It would be fun to try, but you 

3 16 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, Monday (1 July 1918). Woolf, Letters, vol. 11, p. 25 7. 'Kew 
Gardens ' was first published by the Hogarth Press on 12 May 1919. 



must tell me the size. It might not have very much to do with the text, but 
that wouldn't matter. But I might feel inclined to do with the two people 
holding the sugar conversation. Do you remember a picture I showed at the 
Omega of 3 women talking with a flower bed seen out of the window behind? 
It might almost but not quite do as an illustration.317 

The scene that caught Bell's eye involves what Woolf described as, 'two elderly 

women of the lower middle class, one stout and ponderous, the other rosy cheeked 

and nimble' having a 'very complicated dialogue' .31 8 The 'sugar' scene Bell refers 

to is one in which one woman speaks to another who is lost in thought and stares 

absentmindedly at the flowers in the garden. As her thoughts drift further away, the 

other woman's words begin to repeat, morphing into a kind of rhythmic beat. 

My Bert, Sis, Bill, Grandad, the old man, sugar 
Sugar, flour, kippers, greens, 
Sugar, sugar, sugar. 
The ponderous woman looked through the pattern of falling words at the 
flowers standing cool, firm, and upright in the earth, with a curious 
expression .. .. So the heavy woman came to a standstill opposite the oval 
shaped flower-bed, and ceased even to pretend to listen to what the other 
woman was saying. She stood there letting the words fall over her, swaying 
the top part of her body slowly backwards and forwards, looking at the 
flowers. 319 

Bell felt that, with some adjustments, she could convert A Conversation into a 

suitable illustration for the scene of two women, who are familiar and at ease with 

each other. She could understand and commiserate with the conversation since it 

was one she 'knows too well ' . In 'Kew Gardens' the woman listening becomes 

distracted by the flower bed and loses herself into it, virtually becoming a flower 

herself, while the other woman's conversation turns into a kind of musical poem. 

Inspired by these seemingly mundane kinds of conversations, the sisters captured 

these moments and elevated them to the status of high art. Woolf and Bell, with 

3 17 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 3 July (1918): BERG. 
3 18 Virginia Woolf, Selected Short Stories, edited with introduction by Sandra Kemp, London: 
Penguin Books, 1993, p. 49. 
3 19 Ibid. , p. 50. 
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complete understanding, created symbiotic visions and moments tlu·ough words and 

Images. 

Just as Woolf shared her story with Bell and asked for comments, Bell also 

wanted to know whether her illustration suited the thoughts evoked in 'Kew 

Gardens'. She wrote, 'I have altered my woodblock [for Kew Gardens] a good deal 

and am sending it back to you. I think it's better and less incoherent. I have cut 2 

blocks since this one, for the book the Omega is bringing out, so I have learnt a little 

more about it. 320 Upon seeing Bell's final draft of the illustration, Woolf felt that she 

had captured the atmosphere she wished to evoke in her story. 'I think the book will 

be a great success-owing to you; and my vision comes out much as I had it, so I 

suppose, in spite of everything, God made our brains upon the same lines, only 

leaving out 2 or 3 pieces in mine', she praised Bell. 321 

'Kew Gardens' and its title page are considered one of the sisters' most 

successful collaborations, recognised and applauded by critics for its success in 

merging images with words . One critic wrote in May 1919, soon after the book was 

first published, that 'this odd, Fitzroy Square looking cover' is 'a thing of original 

and therefore strange beauty, with its own "atmosphere", its own vital force'. 322 The 

atmosphere that Woolf had been so concerned at getting just right, Bell was able to 

replicate in her illustration using a medium with which she was unfamiliar. Bell and 

Woolf supported each other's risks in literature and art. Woolfs willingness to take 

risks by using abstract language and particular scenarios was rewarded because the 

book was favourably reviewed and sold well. Bell also ventured into new ten·itory 

by attempting wood-cut for the frontispiece. This endeavour led to the creation of 

some of her most beautiful and cohesive works that she created independently and 

320 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, Friday (15 November 191 8): BERG. 
32 1 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, 7 November 1918. Woolf, Letters, vol. II , p. 289. 
322 'Kew Gardens ' , (TLS) Tim es Literm y Supplement, 29 May 1919. 
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others that were created to accompany her sister's written works. It was as if, by 

limiting herself to ink and a limited amount of space to fill, Bell was able to unify her 

works and cover the empty spaces with an ease she often struggled to find in her 

paintings. 

When Woolf saw the painting the again in a show, a decade later, in a show, 

she had to share a 'paean of admiration' again for Bell's A Conversation. Upon 

seeing the painting, Woolf felt she could write an article on 'Variations of a Picture 

by V anessa Bell' where she 'should run the three women and the pot of flowers on a 

chair into one phantasmagoria'. 323 She then added: 

I think you are a most remarkable painter. But I maintain you are into the 
bargain, a satirist, a conveyor of impressions about human life: a short story 
writer of great wit and able to bring off a situation in a way that rouses my 
envy. I wonder ifl could write the Three Women [A Conversation} in prose. 324 

Woolfs remarks refer to an important characteristic of Bell's paintings during this 

period. Bell was capable of using satire to add another dimension to her paintings. 

Bell infuses the conversations in her paintings with some humour of her own. As 

mentioned earlier, in Conversation Piece, Bell paints herself into the image of an 

informal, intimate conversation between men in the drawing room. By doing so, 

Bell is establishing her right, as the artist, to convey her vision truthfully and 

inclusively. With Woolf, she often mocked male conversations outside those that 

occurred in Bloomsbury. 

What inspiration would you draw, I wonder, from the male conversation 
here? At lunch they talked ofwine- at dirmer of beer-after dirmer of 
cigars. I feel that if only I were writing a novel this would probably be an 
unequalled opportunity for me to hear what male conversation is really like 
for one silent and solitary female I think makes practically no difference to 
their talk. It is such undiluted male that it quite amuses me, as watching some 
strange beast would.325 

323 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, 12 May (1928). Woolf, Letters, vol. III, p. 498 . 
324 Ibid. , p. 498-499. 
325 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 26 August (1908): BERG. 
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No doubt, experiences such as these allowed Bell to treasure her open relationship 

with Woolf and Bloomsbury even more and inspired Bell to depict scenes that took 

place in her life that contrasted with the image she had of male superiority and 

exclusivity when she was exposed to the rest of society. 

Conversation, a collaborative activity, was what the sisters engaged in 

physically in each other's company and mentally through their art. Their 

collaboration enabled them to maintain a constant dialogue between writing and 

painting. They created works that reinforced their mutual belief that it was the 

relationships and conversations within a domestic setting that were worth discussing 

and depicting in art. Woolfperceptively saw, within every painting by Bell, different 

kinds of conversations taking place. In her foreword to Vanessa Bell: Catalogue of 

Recent Paintings at the Alex Reid and Lefevre Gallery, Woolfmade particular 

mention of this characteristic in Bell's work. 

Not a word sounds and yet the room is full of conversations. What are the 
people saying who are not sitting on that sofa? What tune is the child playing 
on her silent, violin? Nobody moves and yet the room is full of intimate 
relationships. People's minds have split out of their bodies and become part 
of their surroundings. Where does the man end and Buddha begin? 
Character is colour, and colour is china, and china is music. Greens, blues, 
reds and purples are here seen making love and war and joining in 
unexpected combinations of exquisite married bliss. 326 

Painting Large, Living Large 

Bell's ambitious expectations for her art, of ennobling domestic space, also 

affected her use of space in her paintings. This section emphasises the impmiance of 

Bell's large paintings, not only since they were ambitious undetiakings for her but 

also because she wanted to paint scenes, such as A Nativity, particular to women and 

326 Vanessa Bell: Catalogue o(Recent Paintings, Reid and Lefevre Gallery, catalogue preface by 
Virginia Woolf, March 1934. 
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domesticity that had never been painted on a large scale before. This section relates 

to the theme of gendered space in various ways. Bell used space on her own terms. 

She challenged herself to paint images that were bold, domestic, and feminine, and to 

fill canvases of a size usually attempted only by male artists. Bell's large paintings 

centre on subjects and themes around the home- childbi1ih, bathing, children 

playing, and family and friends thoroughly involved in domesticity. These paintings 

break with both female and male artistic traditions due to their size and the subjects 

depicted on them. This section also continues to examine the dialogue between Bell 

and Woolfthat concerned their radical experiments in style but also fmm and 

structure in both painting and literature. There exist a number of letters where Woolf 

gives advice and comments to Bell about the use of space in her paintings. Painting 

large was yet another form of Bell living large- attempting changes in her lifestyle 

and her art that rarely were conceived of before her time. Bell gained a sense of 

confidence and a belief in her vision by attempting to paint large. She experimented 

on large canvases, driven to paint images on them that had previously been reserved 

for small, intimate canvases. 

There can be no doubt that Bell's experience with decorative work compelled 

her to paint on large canvases. One of Bell's earliest attempts at a large work is her 

Design for Screen. Though it measures only 9 14 by 17 Y,. inches, it was intended to 

fill a three panelled, floor-length screen. The Design, painted with gouache on board, 

shows twenty nude bathing figures outdoors, beside a lake, in various poses, 

undoubtedly influenced by Cezanne's Bathers paintings. The fact that Bell chose the 

Design to be shown at the Friday Club exhibition in February 1912 indicates that she 

was not only proud of her design, but she also had faith in her ability to produce a 

design that would later occupy a larger space. She was already begi1ming the process 



of thinking about large decorative schemes that would occupy three-dimensional 

space but that required sketches and designs on a smaller scale first. By the end of 

1912, Fry had already asked Bell and Grant to join him in establishing the Omega 

Workshops. Bell became more inspired, ambitious, and adventurous with her 

painting the more she involved herself in the Omega Workshops. At the Omega, Bell 

participated in commissions for large murals including the murals she, Fry, and 

Duncan created for the Ideal Home Exhibition. Her attempts at large paintings began 

soon after she was exposed to planning and working on large murals and decorations, 

easing her way in to attempting large paintings on canvas. She also produced a 

number of screens filled with measured amounts of vivid colour and controlled 

design, enjoying the challenge of working not only with large spaces, but ones that 

folded as screens do. These works helped Bell to learn how to fill different spaces as 

needed and to tackle large canvases. 

The Omega's and Fry's influence were instrumental in her progress, 

innovation, and adventurousness. Long after Bell's participation with the Omega 

had waned, she continued to discuss the fmmal aspects of painting on large canvases 

with Fry. On a trip to Paris, Bell wrote to Fry about Courbet, a painter renowned for 

painting large. 

I had never seen the large Com·bet atelier before. I don't see how all the part 
to the left can be taken in with the rest, but it is wonderful painting and 
colour, isn't it? Also one can now see his large Enterrement properly and I 
think it's very fine design, too. 327 

Her comments imply that when she looked at her own work she must have applied 

the same visualisation process that she did with Courbet's work by making all the 

spaces work together by conceiving the entire design as a whole. Clearly, Bell did 

not only paint large canvases because she wanted her subjects to stand out, but 

327 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Monday (16 May 1921): TATE. 



because she felt that painting on a large canvas gave her new challenges and new 

fmmal considerations. 

Not only did Fry buy many of Bell's large paintings, but Woolf also 

encouraged Bell creation of large works of mi, appreciating their meaning and epic 

status. The sisters maintained a dialogue in which they continually discussed the 

issues involved in filling empty space in both literature and art. Woolf appreciated 

the ambition Bell put into her large paintings and praised her when she thought the 

work successful, but she was also equally blunt when she felt that the space had not 

been achieved properly. Bell often struggled to maintain her design over a large 

picture plane, a task that was technically difficult and often frustrating. She wished 

to unite the designs various forms produced in her large works while maintaining the 

meaning the canvas size imposes on its subject. After visiting her sister's show at 

the Leicester Galleries in 1926, Woolf combined praise with constructive criticism 

regarding Bell's use of space. 

What I think is this: there is a divinely lovely landscape of yours of 
Charleston: one of flashing brilliance, of sunlight crystallized, of diamond 
durability. This I consider your masterpiece. I do not think the big picture of 
Angelica etc. in the garden quite succeeds. I expect the problem of empty 
spaces, and how to model them, baffled you. There are flat passages, so that 
the design is not completely comprehended . ... Indeed, I am amazed, a little 
alarmed (for as you have the children, the fame by right belongs to me) by 
your combination of pure miistic vision and brilliance of imagination. A 
mistress of the brush- you are now undoubtedly that; but still I think the 
problems of design on a large scale slightly baffle you. For example the Aunt 
Julia photograph [unidentified]. It seems to me that when you muffle the 
singing quality of your tone, and reduce the variety and innumerability of the 
colour (the pigeon breast radiance in you so supreme that, before hot pokers, 
ofthe asters my mind shivers with joy) to bone, where the frame ofthe 
design is prominent, then, now and again, your falter, or somehow flatten . 
But I was hugely impressed, and kept on saying that your genius as a painter, 
though rather greater than I like, does still shed a ray on mine. I mean, people 
will say, what a gifted couple! Well: it would have been better had they said: 
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Virginia had all the gifts; dear old Nessa was a domestic character- Alas, 
alas, they'll never say that now. 328 

But a year later, Woolf felt that Bell had made a lot of progress with painting 

on a large scale. She identified her own struggles in producing new structure in her 

writing with those of Bell's in painting. Their life-long dialogue about their art is 

one mixed with admiration but also tinged with jealousy and competition. Their 

conversations drove them to continually improve and challenge themselves. 

The point about you is that you are now mistress of the phrase. All your 
pictures are built up for flying phrases. This is to me a very exciting and 
congenial stage. They have an air of complete spontaneity. .. . I dares ay your 
problem will now be to buttress up this lyricism with solidity. I pronounce no 
opinion on that. I think we are now at the same point: both mistresses of our 
medium as never before, therefore both confronted with entirely new 
problems of structure. Of course your colour intrigues me, seduces, and 
satisfies me exquisitely. I do not suppose that I get to the end of the maze by 
any means: my susceptibilities are freakish and wayward ... But to return: I 
should like you to paint a large, large picture; where everything would be 
brought firmly together, yet all half flying offthe canvas in rapture. 329 

The complexity of structure that Woolf refers to is particularly relevant during the 

period of life when she wrote this letter. She had just finished Mrs Dalloway and had 

begun To the Lighthouse, a novel with an even more complex structure than her 

previous novels. Woolf struggled with complex time frames and formats in both 

novels, and must have equated those struggles and the successes that followed with 

those of her sister in painting. In response to her sister's letter full of praise, Bell 

responded with characteristic modesty and self-deprecation. 

I forgot when I wrote the other day to tell you that I was very much flattered 
and interested by your criticisms on my paintings, the only ones I have had . 
. . .I don't think I'm by any means 'mistress of the phrase' as you say. But the 
large works you require are slowly being produced. Perhaps you'll wish they 
weren't if you're asked to house many more caryatids (did you take in 

328 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, 2 June 1926. Woolf, Letters, vol. Ill, p. 269 . The large porh·ait of 
' Angelica etc. in the garden' that Woolf refers to is probably Clive Bell and His Family from 1924. 
For more about the painting see Chapter 3, 'Painting Paternity ' . 
329 Virginia Woolf to Vanessa Bell, 5 March 1927. Woolf, Letters, vol. III, p. 340-341. Part of quote 
appears in Chapter 3, 'Enlarging Maternity'. 
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r 
those?). I have a very large stodgy affair on hand in London some day it may 
appear. However one won't equal [Stanley] Spencer in size?30 

It is not a coincidence that Woolfused the tenns 'mistress of the phrase' and 

'mistress of the brush' in her letters. Despite their lack of formal education, both 

sisters did indeed master their art. They were well aware that they were the lucky 

ones, who had been able to excel in their chosen arts, by supporting and encouraging 

each other's pursuits, as they had done when they were sequestered to the drawing-

room in Hyde Park Gate. 

While large paintings were nothing new to academic painters, they 

represented a radical departure for a female painter like Bell who had only a few 

years of education at the Royal Academy and the Slade. The closest comparison to a 

female artist who worked on such large canvases is with Rosa Bonheur, who earned 

acclaim for her paintings, such as Horse Fair of 1853-55, on a grand scale. 

However, the subjects Bonheur painted emulated male pursuits by focusing on 

themes of races, animals, and other masculine preoccupations. 

Linda Nochlin, in 'Size Matters' explains that in the history of art there has 

been an attitude against women painting large canvases and a bias towards 

portraying domesticity on an intimate, small, and modest scale. Scale had gender 

implications as well as class ones in the nineteenth century and, indeed, part of the 

20th century. Nochlin points out that until recently, 'large scale was often equated 

with male virtues or reason, or later, in the case of Delacroix, with masculine 

passion'. Whereas 'dainty paintings of fruit and flowers, the occasional pastel 

portrait or the chmming landscape- modesty of scale, that is- was accorded to 

women miists'. 33 1 Regarding academic paintings, Nochlin criticises their lack of a 

330 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woo1f, 17 March (1927): BERG. 
33 1 Linda Nochlin, 'Size Matters ', Tate Magazine, issue 29, Summer 2002, p. 49. 
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decorative scheme, an issue Bell was already concemed about in the early 20111 

century. 

What is so striking about so many academic big pictures is their total lack of 
what today we would call a decorative sense-a way of relating composition 
to canvas. Artists such as Gerome or Bouguereau simply filled their giant 
canvases with incident and nude bodies with never a thought to holding the 

. 1 332 picture p ane. 

Nochlin notes that Courbet' sA Burial at Ornans defied the conventions of its time 

by depicting 'these ordinary, even ugly folks on the scale usually reserved for the 

highest, most ambitious art' that made 'a statement, a provocative one, about who 

was important, who was worthy of commemoration in the big picture rather than the 

nice little genre painting of quaint peasant customs far from the cultural center' .333 

By applying a similar notion to Bell's painting, it is clear that painting the female 

experience and the home on a large scale was Bell's way of making her own 

statement to highlight the experiences of womanhood. By painting scenes of family 

life and using non-suggestive, not overtly sexualised bodies in her paintings on a 

large canvas, she was challenging the perception that grand canvases needed to be 

devoted to scenes of war and triumph in a masculine sense. 

Bell took painting on a large scale to another level when she painted women in 

the nude. By combining domesticity and the female form she was giving a voice to 

the female experience in an entirely new and modem way. Bell was concemed about 

portraying her vision accurately, independent of previous portrayals of the female 

nude. To Fry, she was able to share the challenges of her experience. 

Every moming I go off to the studio, where I now have two 5 ft canvases on 
hand! Do you think me crazy? One is the children on the sand heap and the 
other the two nudes in your studio. I find it rather a good plan to have two, as 
when I've got rather stale with one I tum on to the other. But it's entirely 
your fault really that I embark on these works. It you hadn't bought the 
family group [unidentified, most likely Clive Bell and Family] I don't think I 

332 Ibid. , p. 49. 
333 Ibid. , p. 49. 
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should have had the courage to begin other large works. I think even if they 
come to no good it teaches one a good deal to try to push a big thing as far as 
one can. I have been working very hard at them. 334 

Some of the most ambitious paintings on a large scale produced by Bell were of nude 

subjects. Thus, the images are doubly ambitious and provocative because of the 

subject matter and the way in which the subjects are depicted. 

The Nude Concealed and Revealed 

Bell's images of the nude in the interior are striking for their boldness and 

reliance on form, rather than the voyeuristic, hedonistic, and sensual aspects usually 

highlighted in paintings of the nude. While Woolfwas pleased that Bell was 

painting large canvases, she was even more delighted when Bell began painting the 

nude without shame or fear. With humour, a bit of sarcasm, and obvious delight, 

Woolfintroduced her sister's paintings in a catalogue calling particular attention to 

Bell's departure from convention. 

' 
That a woman should hold a show of pictures in Bond Street, I said, pausing 
upon the threshold ofMessrs Cooling's gallery, is not usual, nor, perhaps, 
altogether to be commended. For it implies, I fancy, some study of the nude, 
and while for many ages it has been admitted that women are naked and bring 
nakedness to bi1ih, it was held, until sixty years ago that for a woman to look 
upon nakedness with the eye of an artist, and not simply with the eye of a 
mother, wife or mistress was corruptive of her innocence and destructive of 
her domesticity. [Mrs Bell] is a woman, it is said, yet she has looked on 
nakedness with a brush in her hand. 335 

With her customary grace and humour, Woolf reveals the biases that existed for the 

female miist. Woolf focuses on the hypocrisy of denying women the right to paint 

the nude while allowing them 'pe1mission' to view nudity only for domestic 

334 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 7 September (1924): TA TE. 
335 Recent Recent Paintings by Vanessa Bell, London Artists Association catalogue, foreword by 
Virginia Woolf, 1930. 
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purposes. Perhaps reflecting on herself and Bell as young, unmarried women day-

dreaming in Hyde Park Gate, Woolfwrote in Three Guineas: 

[Women] wanted to travel; to explore Africa; to dig in Greece and Palestine. 
Some wanted to learn music, not to tinkle domestic airs, but to compose
operas, symphonies, quartets. Others wanted to paint, not ivy-clad cottages, 
but naked bodies. 336 

As a product of Victorian society, Bell had come a long way from painting the 'ivy-

clad cottages ' and placid still-life scenes to reach the point where she was 'mistress 

of the brush'. Through the Victorian era, a nude woman was usually presented and 

depicted by a male miist for the delectation of a male viewer. The nude subject was 

an object of desire embodying the various themes of possession, voyeurism, and 

enjoyment. Writing on female painters prior to the 20111 century, Rozsika Parker and 

Griselda Pollock add in their book Old Mistresses: 

The painting of the nude was far more than a mere matter of skill or form; it 
was a crucial party of an ideology. Control over access to the nude was but 
an extension of the exercise of power over what meanings were constructed 
by an art based on the human body. Thus women were not only impeded by 
exclusion from the nude but were also constrained by the fact they had no 
power to determine the language of high art. They were therefore excluded 
from both the tools and the power to give meanings of their own to 
themselves and their culture.337 

The classification of the female nude as the highest form of academic art and later as 

one of the principal symbols of modernity contributed to the social regulation of the 

feminine body. But Bell took control of her painting by choosing subjects that 

turned accepted notions of nudity and sexuality on their head, for she herself was 

experiencing a sexual awakening. 

336 Woolf, A Room of One 's Own I Three Guineas, p. 266. 
337 

Rozskia Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old /vlistresses, Wom en Art and Ideology, London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981 , p. 11 5. 
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Sexual and Artistic Liberation 

Sexual liberation in the home helped to lead to the liberation of Bell's brush. 

The lifestyle changes occurring in Bell's life naturally affected her choice of subject 

matter because she needed a different idiom with which she could truthfully paint 

subjects and themes that were close to her heart. Woolf describes the changes that 

took place in their lives in both miistic and sexual terms in her memoir, Moments of 

Being. 

It was a spring evening. Vanessa and I were sitting in the drawing room. 
The drawing room had greatly changed its character since 1904. The 
Sargent-Fuse age was over. The age of Augustus John was dawning. His 
'Pyramus' filled an entire wall .. .. Suddenly the door opened and the long 
and sinister figure ofMr Lytton Strachey stood on the threshold. He pointed 
his finger at a stain on Vanessa's white dress. 'Semen?' he said. Can one 
really say it? I thought and we burst out laughing. With that one word all 
barriers of reticence and reserve went down. A flood of the sacred fluid 
seemed to overwhelm us. Sex permeated our conversation. The word bugger 
was never far from our lips. We discussed copulation with the same 
excitement and openness that we had discussed the nature of good.... when 
all intellectual questions had been debated so freely, sex was ignored. Now a 
flood of light poured in upon that depmiment too. We have known 
everything but we had never talked. Now we talked of nothing else.... So 
there was nothing that one could not say, nothing that one could not do, at 46 
Gordon Sq. It was, I think, a great advance in civilization.338 

By being able to talk about sex, all barriers to conversation fell. When they lived at 

Hyde Park Gate, the drawing-room had been a place that limited what Bell and 

Woolf could talk about, but after 1904 the drawing-room became the site of their 

liberation, where no subject was taboo. Recalling a Winter Ball in 1911 with 

pleasure, Bell recounts one of the events that helped her to embrace her sexuality. 

It was sometime that winter that a fancy dress dance was being held at 
Crosby Hall which a group of us attended dressed more or less like figures 
from Gauguin. Roger, Clive and myself, Virginia, Adrian, Duncan and 
James Strachey I think were at the party. We got stuffs I had lately found at 
Bmnetts made for natives in Afi'ica with which we draped ourselves, we wore 
brilliant flowers and beads, we browned our legs and am1s and had very little 
on beneath the draperies and when we arrived in a body at Crosby Hall the 

338 Woolf, MOB, p. 195-196. 



dancers stopped and applauded us. However, our success was not universal 
for Mrs Whitehead was hon·ified at our indecency and I think Roger ' s 
reputation as a respectable critic, already shaky for his enthusiasm for the 
Post-Impressionists, must have suffered another shock. 339 

Dressed in a style akin to those of Gauguin's, nearly naked, Polynesian women and 

using textiles produced for natives in Africa were all part of Bell's ability to absorb 

ideas outside conventional British attitudes towards art and life. Bell always made 

connections between art and life comparing, for example, sodomy with artistic 

distortion in a letter to Duncan Grant. 

Of course your Adam and Eve is a good deal objected to, simply on account 
of the distortion and Adam's standing on his head. In fact I think it's rather 
upsetting how people won't consider what matters. When they praise it's 
because of the human feelings displayed and when they blame it's because of 
non-representation. I had a visit from the Raverats the other day who were in 
an absurdly muddled state of mind I thought. They objected very much to A. 
and E. because of the distortion. Why couldn't you get the design without it? 
So I said why should you? J acques sat and thought for about 1 0 minutes 
while Gwen waited like a figure by Rodin staring at her feet, and at last said 
that was unanswerable in theory but that as a matter of fact one ought to find 
a safe middle line between distortion and realism and stick to that. I believe 
distortion [in art) is like Sodomy. People are simply blindly prejudiced 
against it because they think it's abnormal. 340 

Laid Bare: An Idealised Female Space 

Bell experienced a sexual liberation brought about by her relationships, but it 

was not a completely untroubled one, as her artwork and correspondence reveals. At 

first, marriage to Clive unleashed passions in Bell that she revelled in. After 

Virginia's marriage to Leonard Woolf, Bell confided to her husband about her 

sister's lack of sexual arousal. 

339 

Apparently she still gets no pleasure at all from the act, which 1 think is 
curious. They were very anxious to lmow when I first had an orgasm. I 

Bell, SIP!, p. 133- 134. 
340 Vanessa Bell to Duncan Grant, 14 June 1914. Bell , Letters, p. 154. 



couldn't remember. Do you? But no doubt I sympathised with such things if 
I didn't have them from the time I was 2. 341 

Bell relished the fact that she could find sexual satisfaction, while Virginia could not. 

Bell's letter suggests that her jealousy over Virginia's flirtation with Clive would not 

easily be forgotten, for she is keen to prove to Clive that Virginia could not 

physically react in bed, though she may have shared an emotional attraction to Clive. 

Fresh from the confines and limitations of art school and finding kinship with Grant 

and Fry, Bell revelled in her ability to paint and look at what she liked. The nudes 

she painted were not just models, but often friends. Whereas female nude models 

were considered open prey for male artists, Bell did not pose a threat to her models 

and even joined them, posing nude with them on occasion and willing to use her own 

body as the nude subject of the painting. 

Early in 1915, Molly MacCarthy was Clive Bell's lover. It is a testament to 

Bell's ability to make the best out of a difficult situation that she could use Molly 

MacCarthy in a painting and even pose nude with her (fig. 32).342 Naked, both 

women look entirely at ease with each other, sharing an even greater intimacy and 

'conspiracy' than Clive could share with them. By using Molly MacCarthy in a 

painting she could, without words, declare that she could accept Clive's dalliances 

and turn them around to benefit her art. Bell was well aware ofthe power of the 

female body and the effect it had on men. In the midst of her own affair with Fry, 

Bell provocatively informs him, 'I have got some lovely photographs ofKa 

[Katherine Cox] naked which you shall see when you come back!' 343 

341 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell, 27 December 1912: TATE. 
342 Vanes sa Bell herself and Molly MacCarthy were the nude models for Design for Overmantel 
Muralby Bell. The work was intended as a wall decoration to be fitted around a fireplace. 
343 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 22 October (1913): TATE. 
Katherine Cox modelled for the Bloomsbury artists between 1912 and 1913. As a student at 
Newnham College, Cambridge she was introduced to Bloomsbury by Rubert Brooke. 
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Bell was attracted to Cezam1e's vision of femininity, as a subject and source 

of design, but she used his example to convey an image of female communion, a 

utopia that could structurally be made into a unified design. One of Bell's earliest 

screen designs, Design for a Screen: Figures by a Lake, presents such a utopia where 

nearly twenty nude female figures stand in various poses akin to Cezanne's bathers 

against a purple background, below a striking red sky, and next to a blue pond. 

Photos of a nude Ka Cox against a grassy background were most likely used in the 

painting, as several standing figures resemble her pose. Bell's interest in striking, 

evocative colours and screen design pre-dates her work at the Omega Workshops. 

The dichotomy between the screen as a way of hiding the body and the screen as the 

site of revealing nudity would not have been lost on Bell, whose interest in fa9ades 

and masks was beginning to form in both her art and designs. In her Painted Omega 

Screen, Bell started off with a sketch of men and women at a camp, which she then 

developed into a screen with nude female figures against a modem, abstract design 

(figs. 12-13).344 Four hinged panels of the screen add another dimension to the 

image's sense of design, changing perspective depending on how the screen is 

folded. 

Although Bell's images ofbathers may bear resemblance to paintings of 

Cezanne and the Nabis painters, they never call attention to bathing as a means of 

cleansing oneself. Unlike Degas' bathers, Bell's bathers are never in the act of 

washing because of dirt or impurities. They may reveal themselves in their nudity, 

and with that, their vulnerability, but they conceal themselves by their averted gazes 

and de-sexualised poses and actions. The subject ofbathing fascinated Bell, not only 

because of its popularity as a theme with the Post-Impressionists, but also because of 

344 This painting was used in David Lynch 's surreal movie !vfulho//and Drive (2001) . In the film, he 
uses Bell ' s image as the screen door of the lead female character 's closet, an image that represents a 
female utopia for his character. 
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its usefulness in unifying design, conveying emotions, and revealing and concealing 

intimate domestic moments. In her private life, Bell saw bathing as an intimate act 

that could be shared. Bell coyly informs Fry that she has taken a bath in Grant's 

presence, adding, 'You see he wanted to shave and I wanted to have my bath (he 

stayed to dinner) and he didn't see why he should move and I didn't see why I should 

remain dirty and Clive was there and didn't object-and so!' She then adds, 'But 

I'm afraid he remained quite unmoved and I was really very decent. I felt no 

embarrassment and I think perhaps it was a useful precedent! ' 345 Decency is always 

upheld in Bell's images of the nude not because she was prudish, but because to her 

the nude body was not shameful. 

The nude female body in Bell's designs represent femininity, strength, and 

abundance. But in images of the nude, alone, Bell also suggests that there are 

impenetrable emotional depths in her models. While many of Bell's images of the 

nude are integral to design, she is also capable of portraying the human body with a 

realism and honesty unique for her time. Her image Nude painted between 1922 and 

1923 at the Tate Britain focuses on the physicality ofthe model, in a manner similar 

to Lucian Freud's images of the nude today (fig. 33). Bell was attracted to the 

model's strong physical presence, rather than for the perfection of her body. The 

canvas is filled by the nude's large, fleshy figure, all the more powerful because of 

the painting's stark black background. The honesty of the portrait reveals more about 

Bell's character than the model's personality. 

The Tub was discovered rolled up in eaves of Charles ton years after Bell had 

died (fig. 34). Bell wrote about the painting, indicating her model for it was Mary 

Hutchinson. 

345 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 23 November 1911: TATE. 
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I have started a large picture meant as a decoration for one of the walls in the 
garden sitting room. There's very little in the picture and it's mostly one 
colour- or two. Yellow ochre and a greenish gray. The subject is principally 
floor with a bath and a semi-nude female rather too like Mary- and the pond 
seen through the window. As it's 6ft by 5 ft 6 it will I'm afraid be 
monotonous. 346 

The image may have initially depicted Clive's lover, but manifests itself as an 

everywoman in Bell's finished painting. The Tub definitely evokes different feelings 

from Bell's pmirait ofMary Hutchinson-portraying the model with sympathy and 

respect which could very well suggest that The Tub is in fact a self-portrait, as her 

daughter Angelica Gamett suggested. At first, the woman in the painting was 

clothed, but she confided to Fry, 'I've taken out the woman's chemise and in 

consequence she is quite nude and much more decent'. 347 Unlike her other images of 

bathers, in The Tub Bell analyses the solitary nude figure and places it against a 

large, spare basin. Because of the sense of emptiness in the large picture, attention is 

drawn to the few objects in the picture, the tub, an unreflective circle juxtaposed 

against the vertical straightness of the nude figure and the curtain behind her. The 

image is full of contradiction- empty yet fertile-near the empty tub is a vase filled 

with three bright flowers; the arch that appears like a rainbow in the background fills 

a part of an otherwise barren space. The nude figure is preoccupied, her hands, 

involved with her plait, act to shield herself, while her pose is direct and without 

shame. 

In 1917, during the time The Tub was being painted, Bell was undergoing an 

especially difficult emotional time in her life. She was struggling to stay positive 

over the triangular relationship she was having with Grant and David Gamett, 

disguising her jealousy and unhappiness over Grant's passion for Gmnett by 

plunging herself in her work. The figure in the tub can be read as unconcerned and 

346 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Tuesday (January 1918): TATE. 
347 Ibid. 
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removed or as troubled and preoccupied, all emotional states Bell unde1went during 

this point in her relationship with the two men and as she reworked the canvas of her 

large painting. 

This would not be the only time Bell would struggle with her love for Grant 

while working on paintings of the nude. In the 1930s, while working on a large nude 

painting, she writes anxiously to Grant who was residing with his lover George 

Bergen, a Russian-American artist. The irony of painting a large painting full of 

abundant, liberated, nude women, while grappling with the possible loss of Duncan 

was not lost on her. Her letter to him shows the various emotions she is feeling 

about their relationship, while at the same time she is informing him about the 

painting she is working on. Her dissatisfaction with the painting is clearly an outlet 

for her unhappiness over what has happened to their relationship. 

I am going to paint my large nudes all over again completely changing it, as I 
came to the conclusion I could never get the composition right with the old 
poses .. .I wish I could ask your advice . ... My dear, I have been trying to think 
what I should tell you I am feeling . . . .I think ifl can go on working hard I 
can wait without getting upset, and if you are happy and I am working and 
feel nothing particular, perhaps that is the best thing for us both for the 
moment... . This is more or less my new composition [sketch of three female 
nudes] . The middle figure is going to be a negress and I hope Brinkworth 
[another model] will pose for her. The others are from sketches ofDrury. 
I've kept the cmtain and dark space behind but hardly anything else. It's not 
quite right, of course. . . . . It seems better not to feel more than one can 
help.348 

The letter changes its mood from sentence to sentence- sometimes reflecting on her 

painting and other times on her relationship with Grant. The letter reveals her 

constant sense that her painting had to be reworked again and again, as if to suggest 

her relationship with him needed to undergo the same reworking. Bell's attention to 

her painting during times of intense pain illustrate that for her, working with the nude 

348 Yanessa Bell to Duncan Grant, 5 February (1 930). Bell, Letters, p. 349-50. 
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was as much a way to conceal and deal with her emotions internally, as it was a way 

to deal with her unhappiness and pain. 

Pervasive in all of Bell's images of nudes is the strong sense of design and 

space that the body occupies. Hence, the reworking of her compositions was not just 

for emotional reasons but also for atiistic ones. The woodcut versions of The Tub, 

printed between 1917 and 1918, are excellent examples of Bell's ability to simplify 

her paintings without losing mood, atmosphere, and unification (fig. 35). In the 

woodcut, the actions of the nude are obscured, making it appear as if she is cradling a 

child or a doll rather than the plait of hair she holds in the painting. The woodcut of 

The Tub is an image of maternity, fertility, and intimacy, a contrast to the painting it 

was based on which reveals a sense of loss, emptiness, and preoccupation. Bell was 

admiring of her contemporaries' work when she felt they pushed convention. Her 

opinion of what she thought nudity could do is apparent in her comments about her 

contemporaries' nudes. Concerning Matisse's paintings, she informs Fry 'There is 

one large nude which is very splendid as if it has been pushed further than most 

things'. 349 But she could be equally dismissive of work that did not seem to 

challenge her such as some ofMatisse's less successful nudes 'which seemed to [her] 

too cheap and pretty' .350 At the same show, she was impressed by 'a Derain which 

is simply superb, a [nude] woman painted almost entirely in burnt sienna, black and 

white I should think, rather large'. 351 Unlike her predecessors who were obsessed 

with the female body for its beauty and sexuality, Bell's nudes are a means to an end, 

the end being the overall design of the painting. Despite the importance of the nude 

in her designs, her nudes are never ornamental- nude forn1s fill space organically, 

devoid of blatant sexuality or seduction. 

'49 
o Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 2 March 1922: TATE. 
350 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 1 May 1921: TATE. 
35 1 Ibid . 
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Dancing to Different Gendered Beats 

Bell's art would seem, at first, to be diametrically opposed to that of 

Wyndham Lewis, and his criticism of Bloomsbury made it seem like they had 

nothing in conm1on. But Bell's and Lewis' ambitions and interests were not actually 

that different. Both wanted to wake England up from its artistic stupor and bring 

about a modem age of art, both were attracted to the decorative arts and allowed it to 

influence their work in the fine arts, and both felt slightly marginalised by polite 

society because of their artistic choices. However, the greatest difference between 

them lay in their attitude towards gendered spaces. Their attitudes to gender and how 

figures could act and interact within gendered spaces are best exemplified by their 

images of dance. The imagery of dance conveys how Bell's and Lewis' interests may 

have veered in similar directions, yet their ideals and, ultimately, their beliefs about 

art diverged greatly. 

Lewis, as a male artist and the ultimate flaneur, could use the urban 

environment as an escape. There was no better place for Lewis to define himself and 

his art than in the Cave of the Golden Calf. Established in 1913, Madame 

Strindberg's cafe and cabaret was a source of inspiration for Lewis, a space in which 

his work could thrive. 352 Nina Hanmett's recollections of the nightclub describe the 

atmosphere and excitement of the place. 

I had met Lilian Shelley, a beautiful girl who was on the stage. She sang at 
the 'Cave of the Golden Calf,' the name ofthe nightclub. It was decorated by 
Wyndham Lewis and several other artists, and Epstein had done sculptures 
for two of the colunms. It was a really gay and cheerful place. Madame 
Strindberg brought a flock of Galician gypsies over and they played 
accordions and sang and danced. There were beautiful ladies and young 
Guardsmen and artists, and everyone had a good time. Madame Strindberg 
had a monkey and every evening at 10.30 Lilian Shelley, who sang 'Popsy 
Wopsy' and 'You made me love you' every night at the cabaret, was sent to 
the Savoy Hotel to feed it. Madame Strindberg gave dinner parties there. 

352 Madame [Frida Uhl] Strindberg was the second wife of the Swedish playwright August Strindberg. 
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She was very fond of inviting people who disliked each other. These parties 
fi·equently ended in a free fight. 353 

For the men and women who danced in its halls, the Cave ofthe Golden Calf came 

to symbolise a site of freedom and the heights of ecstasy. Osbert Sitwell, in his 

biography, Great Morning, recalled that the cabaret was 'a super-heated Votiicist 

garden of gesticulating figures, dancing and talking while the rhythm of the primitive 

forms of ragtime throbbed through the wide room'. 354 Sitwell' s comments are 

indicative ofthe great influence Lewis and the Vorticists had on the cabaret. While 

the Cave of the Golden Calfwas an enjoyable, entertaining, and exciting cabaret for 

both men and women, Lewis' painting expresses more lascivious motives. 

Lewis ' passionate Kermesse was the centre-piece of the Cave of the Golden 

Calf (fig. 36). In 1912, the year the painting was created, Lewis rented Kermesse to 

Mme Strindberg who placed the work at the entrance of her new entertainment venue 

in order for the painting to confront her clientele immediately as they entered. The 

reason why she chose Kermesse is clear. At nine foot square, the enormous painting 

provided a striking sight that welcomed clientele and transformed their whole 

attitude to suit the exuberant, 'super-heated Vorticist garden' that was Mme 

Strindberg's Cave of the Golden Calf. 

Critics rarely point out that despite the disagreements and attacks between the 

Vorticists and the Bloomsbury artists, Bloomsbury had initially admired the work of 

Lewis. Clive Bell cited Lewis as the artist whose work was most consonant with his 

fonnalist theories of art, when he and Fry selected Lewis' works for the 2nd Post-

Impressionist exhibition. Upon seeing Lewis' Kermesse at the Allied Atiists' 

Association exhibition, he wrote in the Nation on the 20th ofJuly, 191 2: 

353 Nina Hanmett, Laughing Torso: Reminiscences of Nina Hamnett with a new inh·oduction by 
Edward Booth-Clibborn, London, Virago Press, 1984, p. 47. 
354 Lisa Tickner, Modem Life G11d Modem Subjects, p. 90. 
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[Kermesse is] the only thing that survives the ordeal of being placed in such 
ample surroundings. All the rest of the pictures disappear- they might have 
something to say in other surroundings, but they do not attain to any 
sufficient constmctive unity to impose a definite idea here. Mr Lewis, on the 
contrary, has built up a design which is tense and compact. His quantities 
and volumes have decisive relations to one another: long before one has 
begun to inquire what it represents, one has the impression of some plastic 
reality brought about by deliberately intentional colour oppositions. When 
we begin to look more closely, we find indeed that the rhythm of these 
elementary geometric forms is based upon the rhythm of the human figure. 
The rhythm is not merely agreeable and harmonious, but definitely evocative 
of a Dionysiac mood.355 

At first they felt that Lewis' works exemplified all the best ideals of the Post-

Impressionists. Bell was not innocent to cabaret culture and was known to go with 

Fry and Grant from time to time, especially during sojourns to Paris. She saw Lewis' 

work at the Allied Exhibition and, like Fry, she was greatly impressed. To Fry she 

wrote, 'his picture [at the D6re] seems to be the only English one at the show which 

seems at all interesting'. 356 A week later, she followed up her comments to Fry 

adding 'Lewis has that large dance which he had at the Albert Hall but he's made it 

much better and I thought it good' .357 Bloomsbury artists were excited and inspired 

by Lewis' works, leading Fry to ask him to join his Omega Workshops the following 

year. 

Yet, despite the admiration Bloomsbury had for Lewis' work, they could 

never fully reconcile themselves to his combative approach to both life and art. 

Vanessa Bell's Dancing Couple of 1914, when compared to Kermesse, shows what 

aspects of his art Bell admired and those that she opposed (fig. 37). In fact, Dancing 

Couple for a long time was mistakenly attributed to Fry or sometimes Grant. 

However, one of Bell's letters to Roger Fry reveals a sketch of it that proves it was 

355 Clive Bell, 'Allied Artists Association Review ', Th e Nation, July 1912. 
356 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 16 October 1913: TATE. 
357 Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 22 October 1913: TATE. 
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her design.358 In Dancing Couple, the fonns are unified, joyous, and dynamic. But 

unlike Kermesse 's violent dynamism, Dancing Couple pulses with pure joy, a sense 

ofunion, and companionship. The masks of the figures, placid and calm, have no 

resemblence to those of Kermesse which appear, in contrast, to reveal something 

camal and sinister about the dancers and the dance. Her proposed painting was 

intended to be pati of a pair and was meant to hang in the niches on each side of the 

first floor building of the Omega Workshop's premises. Like Kermesse, Dancing 

Couple was meant to herald the values and promise inside the building it fronted. 

Kermesse meant to seduce and entice by showing how men and women were sexual 

beings yet in combat with one another; the line between making love and war was 

blurred. On the other hand, Dancing Couple represented the Omega Workshop's 

beliefs. It represented the peaceful, optimistic, and united ethics of artists working 

together at the workshop. Bell's painting portrays men and woman as equals, 

symbiotically sharing the same ideals in the dance of life. Both paintings show the 

definite influence of the Post-Impressionists. While Kermesse 's original colours 

were an intentionally contrasting yellow, red, and purple, in Dancing Couple, Bell 

also used strong colours to express emotions not of opposition but of joy. Writing to 

Fry, Bell explained how colour is employed in her work. 

The young lady is dressed in yellow, the young gentleman in dark blue, with 
a pale green shirt front, and the background is in V enetian red ridges, but I 
don't think they're very realistic. We're leaving a good deal ofwhite in 
ridges so as to give brilliance and there are black lines too between the 
colours. Marjorie [Strachey] thinks them hideous and that we shall be 
stopped by the police, but I can't see what she means.359 

In Kermesse, as in many of Lewis' other works, men and women can not 

occupy the same space peacefully. His figures always seem to be vying for attention, 

supremacy, and ultimately, power. Inherent in Kermesse is a dynamic, seductive 

358 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 18 Sept 1913: TA TE. 
359 Ibid. 
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vortex of violence, hedonism, and sexuality, whereas Dancing Couple idealises the 

relationships between men and women. Bell's painting is a reflection of what she 

was experiencing emotionally at the time. Embraced by Fry's love and finding 

atiistic camaraderie with Grant, Bell's painting celebrates harmony, physicality, and 

vibrancy. 

After the Ideal Home rumpus, an argument over a decorative commission, 

occurred in the autunm of 1913, Lewis permanently severed himself from the 

Bloomsbury artists. He left the Omega Workshops furiously writing an angry letter, 

called the Round Robin, denouncing the Bloomsbury group to the atiistic 

community, and going so far as to write articles against them and satiric novels about 

them throughout his life. 360 In his 1930 novel The Apes of God, Lewis mocks several 

members of Bloomsbury personally including Clive and Vanessa Bell. Referring to 

them with the not-so subtle name as the Jonathan Bells, Lewis attacks Vanessa 

describing her as a 'plein air drudge' as well as an 'indistinct Chelsea gypsy'. 

Mutual friends in the art world felt it necessary to take sides because Lewis 

continually attacked the Bloomsbury group. Bell explained to Fry just how far 

Lewis would go to poison everyone he knew against them. 

[Derain] had had a visit from Wyndham Lewis who's here .... Lewis had first 
of all abused Clive, when Derain shut him up, then you, when apparently 
Derain said he didn't wish to continue the conversation and more or less 
showed him out. Lewis tried to pump him about the tendencies of modem 
art, but Derain said he knew nothing about them. Wasn't it inconceivably 
stupid ofLewis to try to get hold ofDerain in such a way?36 1 

Within a few years, Bell had gone from admiring Lewis to avoiding him and his 

work altogether. Both artists had been caught up in the excitement of the Post 

Impressionist exhibition of 1910, rejected academic painting, responded strongly to 

36° F. Etchells, C. J. Hamilton, W. Lewis, and E. Wadsworth, Circular Letter, I Brecknock Studios, 
Brecknock Road, copy in Fry Papers, October 13: KCC. 
36 1 Yanessa Bell to Roger Fry, Wednesday (25 May 1921): TATE. 
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Post Impressionist artists, were interested in interior decoration and design, and 

sought to portray an image of life in a modern way. But the rift never healed. Lewis 

fed the critics ofBloomsbury with much of their fodder. He claimed that 

Bloomsbury art was so feminised and domesticated that it could not be considered 

relevant as modern art. As long as real men like Picasso and Matisse painted their 

vision of domesticity their mi remained within the realm of avant-garde. But once 

women and homosexuals 'dabbled' with painting, their works would automatically 

be considered subversive, effeminate, and morally deficient. Masculinity was open to 

redefinition but not femininity. 

Lewis sought a machine aesthetic embodying urban life, violence, and 

opposition. For Bell, the domestic aesthetic was at the core of her work. Discord, 

imbalances, and imperfect unions are only hinted at in Bell's work, while the surface 

appears to display a domestic placidity that critics rarely attempt to look past. But to 

Bell, the home front would always prove more fascinating than the war front. With 

the advent of the First World War, Lewis grew more obsessed with the sites and 

spaces where war, combat and energetic violence could be waged, while Bell sought 

locations closer to home. In a lecture she gave at Julian Bell's school, she justifies 

her almost single-minded focus on the domestic. 

Some of the greatest painters, in my opinion, that have ever lived have often 
been contented to try to tell us only how exciting and moving to them have 
been the formal relations of a few kitchen pots and pans, fruit and vegetables. 
It is indeed so exciting and so absorbing, this painters' world of form and 
colour, that once you are at its mercy you are in grave danger of forgetting all 
other aspects of the material world. 362 

By focusin g on her internal, domestic world she was able to forget many of the more 

disturbing aspects of the material world . After all, the material world of war was yet 

another space where she, as a woman, could never enter. Finding beauty in her 

362 Bell, SIP/, p. 157. She used slides of Cezanne ' s and Chard in 's work to demonstrate her point. 
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domestic sulToundings was something Bell could truly own and consider hers . In her 

lecture, she continues: 

Then there is another advantage which comes from using your eyes in this 
impractical way. One is almost incapable of getting bored. Even a kitchen 
coal scuttle may become the most exciting combination of curves and 
hollows, of deep shadows and silver edges, instead of a tiresome thing to be 
filled with coal, or a half wom-out thing that will soon need renewal. 363 

Like the members of Bloomsbury, Bell could not understand why anyone could find 

war seductive. She used her art to deal with the holTor going on around her, 

retreating into her own world where space and time were not conspiring against her 

legitimacy as an artist. The war changed her priorities. Art was still the main thing in 

her life, but she also needed to ensure the safety of her loved ones, especially her 

children. Bell did not ignore the war, but she was preoccupied by her family, 

painting, and keeping her household together so that she rarely had time to pause to 

reflect on the war. While Clive remained in London, trying to keep himself abreast 

on news and remain in the hub of activity, Vanessa retreated to the home front and 

into the country. 

Response to War: Triple Alliance and Three Guineas 

On the home front, Bell constantly received news via Clive and visitors of 

what was happening on the war fi·ont. She could not escape the events occuiTing in 

Europe, but for the sake of her children, she needed to persevere and provide peace at 

home. Clive became especially active as a pacifist on the war front, attempting to 

prevent war through his treatises and pamphlets. Bloomsbury has been attacked for 

its pacifism during the war, but its members were anything but passive. Virginia 

Woolf and Clive Bell were distributing texts against war, Lytton Strachey, Duncan 

363 Ibid., p.l60. 
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Grant, and David Garnett were struggling for status as conscientious objectors, and 

Bell was trying to create stability for her children in the midst of chaos. Of all of the 

essays written by Clive Bell, Vanessa Bell was most supportive and in agreement of 

his pamphlet Peace at Once in which he wrote: 

[The people who govern us] have made up their minds to crush Germany, and 
the crushing of Germany has become for them an end in itself. About the 
means they care nothing: The loss and misery are to them what paints and 
brushes, rough sketches, notes, and long, laborious days are to a painter-mere 
means to an end, mere rungs in a ladder. A real artist will starve in a garret 
and suffer great miseries if so he can carry his conception to complete 
realisation. He may fall into a consumption and die; no matter, he says, if he 
can first achieve his end. He will sacrifice all to that. The artist does well: 
but by what right do a score of politicians, who have been entrusted with 
power expressly that they may use it to the general advantage, by what right 
do they give themselves such airs. How dare they sacrifice millions, and the 
hopes of millions yet to be born, to the realisation of a mediocre and 

0 0 0 ° 364 
ummagmatlve conceptiOn. 

Clive Bell's argument uses the example of an artist who is responsible only to 

himself and his vision. By arguing that the actions of the artist are creative rather 

than destructive, Clive's argument appealed to Vanessa's senses. Clive's argument 

is also against the 'mediocre and unimaginative conception' likening the idea for war 

with a bland artistic piece.365 Vanessa Bell wrote to Roger Fry, 'Clive has written his 

pamphlet about peace which I think very good ' .366 She let Clive Bell and Virginia 

Woolfwage the verbal battle for truth for her while she remained devoted to 

discovering visual truths. But in her letters, she makes it clear that her thoughts were 

entirely against the war and that she supported the group's active stance against the 

war wholeheartedly. 

After all, she knew that despite retreating to the countryside, the effects of 

war could still be closely felt. She saw that the war was affecting the domestic lives 

364 Bell , Clive. Peace at Once, pamphlet, Manchester and London: The National Labour Press, 1916, 
unpaginated. 
365 Ibid. 
366 Clive Bell to Roger Fry, 12 June 1915: TA TE. 
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of atiists and led to the death of creativity. Friends like Simon Bussy and Hemi 

Doucet went off to war and some never returned. Upon hearing ofthe death ofHemi 

Doucet, Bell's first instinct was domestic. Concemed for the mistress and child 

Doucet left behind, she wrote to Fry, 'You have probably heard the bad news about 

poor Doucet. Clive had a letter yesterday from his mother saying he had been killed 

on March 5 in Belgium. He can only have been at the front a very short time'. She 

continues, focusing on domestic and artistic aspects ofthe loss. 

It is too horrible. One can't say anything but can only think how terrible a 
waste that such a charming, gentle creature should be killed. Mme Doucet 
wanted to know ifClive knew where any ofhis paintings were besides those 
at Vildracs. I have one or two he left at Gordon Sq .... Do you know if his 
parents knew about his mistress? She will have nothing to live on I suppose 
and her child to keep. He seems to have gone to the front very cheerfully and 
left no will or anything so that if he wasn't married to his mistress I imagine 
she would get nothing. Perhaps Mme Vildrac may know about her and what 
one should do about his paintings. 367 

In art, Bell was drawn to work that retaliated against the war. It is not surprising that 

she was drawn to and curious to see Mark Ge1iler's Merry-Go-Round, his stunning 

indictment against war. The irony of using a fair ground to stand as a symbol of the 

battle ground, and the futility and endless redundancy of war, would not have been 

lost of Bell. 'We are going to see Gertler this aftemoon. He's painting a great 

picture of a merry-go-round, but he won't let us see it till it's finished .... I liked him, 

and he's so much interested in his painting he can hardly talk of anything else, which 

I rather like'. 368 Bell admired his passion for painting and took pleasure in the fact 

that Ge1iler's war image was able to use the carnival setting, an untraditional site to 

examine war, to make a statement against war. 

Bell's Triple Alliance, her only surviving work that focuses and addresses the 

war, shows how domestically rooted were her thoughts on war (fig. 38). Roger Fry 

367 Vanes sa Bell to Roger Fry, Wednesday (April 1915?) : TA TE. Hemi Dm;cet, a French artist, 
worked for a short time at the Omega Workshops. 
368 Yanessa Bell to Ottoline Morrell, 17 March 1916. Bell, Letters, p. 193. 
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mentions seeing Triple Alliance after the war and renewing its acquaintance while 

visiting a woman's college. 

At Leeds, Sadler tumed me loose on his collection. I went to a remote 
country house in the suburbs now used as a women's college and there saw 
the oddestjumble ... and then in a comer with its back outwards (tho' I think 
this was only temporary) your Triple Alliance. Do you remember it? The 
Lamp of Appollinari's and Syphon on a table done with bits of newspaper, 
old cheques, etc. The newspaper gone quite brown but I don't think it's a 
disadvantage. At any rate coming on it like this by accident I had a delightful 
shock of surprise at the real sensibility of it after all the pretentious picture
making I'd seen. I knew that I'd been right about you and it gave me great 
pleasure. 369 

Bell's Triple Alliance is an image that uses domestic language to describe the war of 

the outside world. The result is an uneasy still-life that suggests much about Bell's 

character and how she dealt with war. Bell's discomfort about war and her stmggle 

to create a work of art that used the context of the domestic to describe war are 

apparent. In the painting, the bottles and lamp are precariously balanced upon an 

unstable table, as if they are to come crashing down at any minute. Chaotically 

placed tiny newspaper clippings describing deaths, assaults, and military attacks as 

well as bits of maps relating to Alsace Lorraine are all obvious indications of terror 

and umest. Bell lacks her usual subtlety in this work, indicating that when dealing 

with war, she felt inhibited and required control. There is stiffness to and an 

unsettled feeling in Triple Alliance that do not appear in her other work. The map of 

Germany sliced at the bottom of the painting distracts the eye, and the headlines 

boldly read 'War Against Humanity' and 'Austrian Generals Killed'. It is as if the 

stability in the image was as tenuously attained as the peace she was maintaining at 

home. Triple Alliance is an image of immobility and anxiety, allowing the artist to 

render her helplessness through the creation of a still-life. Despite using cut paper, 

369 Roger Fry to Vanessa Bell, 17 December 1921. Fry, Letters, p.532. 



Triple Alliance does not resemble her other work with cut coloured paper which are 

much more powerful, dynamic, and rhythmic without being so direct. 

The move towards more representational works during and after the war had 

a similar appeal to many miists. No longer could they deal with pure abstraction 

when the harsh reality was in front of their eyes. While Lewis seemed almost to 

predict war, Bell was caught unaware. Of the effect of the First World War, she said 

'a great new freedom seemed about to come and perhaps would have come, if it had 

not been for motives and ambitions ofwhich we knew nothing'. 370 Whereas Bell had 

an easy and free relationship with the home before the war, she would thereafter 

cling to the home with a kind of dependency that changed her relationship to her art. 

While the war encouraged Virginia Woolfto truly come into her own, for 

Bell, the war stemmed the great burst of creativity that she experienced in the early 

1910s. War brought out not only the pamphleteering and feminist side that had been 

simmering inside Woolf, but it also became the basis and inspiration for some of her 

greatest books. Mrs Dalloway, Between the Acts, and Three Guineas use war as 

backdrop. With her pen as her sword, she used words to battle against what she saw 

as the masculine impulses of war. To her friend Margaret Llewlyn Davis, Woolf 

wrote about the war: 

I became steadily more feminist owing to The Times, which I read at 
breakfast and wonder how this preposterous masculine fiction keeps going a 
day longer-without some vigorous young woman pulling us together and 
marching through it. 37 1 

Woolf took it upon herself to become that 'vigorous young woman' who could pull 

women together to get through the war by writing prolifically against the war and the 

stubborn masculinity that encouraged it. Despite Woolfs capacity to fully involve 

370 Bell, SIP!, p. 111 . 
37 1 Virginia Woolfto Margaret Llewelyn Davis , (23 January 1916). Woolf, Letters, .vol. II, p . 76. 
Davis was the General Secretary of the Women's Co-operative Guild. 
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herself in war, it is Virginia's relationship with Vanessa Bell that helped root her 

fiction and her pamphlets in domesticity. 

Woolf saw the implications war had in all aspects of life, but it was Bell who 

convinced Woolfto concem herself with the way war specifically aimed to destroy 

domestic life. Bell spoke frankly to her sister about her inability to understand why 

England was at war. Moreover, she was pregnant with Angelica feeling the great 

importance of childbirth and life, so she could not understand how many lives were 

pointlessly lost. She wrote, 'In spite of knowing it must happen the news of the 

armistice today has been very exciting ... The relief ofknowing there is no more 

fighting is very odd I think but also a waste of the whole thing strikes one as more 

idiotic than ever'. 372 In response, Woolf marvelled at the fact that while men were 

lost on the battle-field, her sister had just been given another gift oflife. 'The guns 

have been going off for half an hour, and the sirens whistling; so I suppose we are at 

peace, and I can't help being glad that your precious imp will be born into a 

moderately reasonable world ... ' 373 The birth of Angelica, just as the First World 

War ended, was the point at which Bell became irrevocably tied to her domestic 

responsibilities, and as a result, always felt a sense of fear that the disruption and 

utter chaos of war might return once again and infiltrate her home. From that point 

on, Bell felt strongly and bitterly that the war had had a far more negative impact on 

her life than anything else. 

372 Vanessa Bell to Virginia Woolf, 11 November (Armistice Day, 1918): BERG. 
373 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, 11 November (Armistice Day, 1918). Woolf, Letters, vol. II, p. 
103. 
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'Bloomsbury was Killed by the War' 

Bell blamed the First World War for destroying Bloomsbury. The positive 

energy that had infiltrated the Bloomsbury group's artistic life before the war was 

quickly sapped away by the violence and loss of life around it. Reacting to a critic of 

Bloomsbury writing in the London Times, Bell wrote to Clive: 

Maniot has written a quite incredibly imbecile notice in the Times, all sniping 
at Bloomsbury. I really think it is time someone pointed out that Bloomsbury 
was killed by the War. His remarks might have had some sense if made 
about Roger and the Omega 15 or 16 years ago, but people might be allowed 
to be individuals by now I should have thought. Not that it matters much, 
only one wonders what the cause is. Is it really hatred of Roger, or what? I 
can't think anyone in their senses can now lump Duncan and Roger together 
as artists or influences. 374 

The war took a heavy toll on Bell. Long after the war had ended, she still dwelled 

upon it as the reason for the loss of that intellectual and artistic momentum that had 

emerged at the beginning of 1910. Any chance Bloomsbury had to form into a 

legitimate artistic group quickly disintegrated because of the war. Critics onwards 

considered Bloomsbu_ry's artists as one, rather than three individual artists. Looking 

back on what caused the demise of Bloomsbury, Bell blamed the war first and 

foremost. 

Bloomsbury was not destroyed as probably many other circles were destroyed 
by the departure of all its young men to the wars. Perhaps one reason for 
much of the later abuse was that many were Conscientious Objectors. For 
some time therefore they were let alone and quietly pursued their usual 
professions. Women of course were not conscripted during that war and 
could do as they liked. So for a time Bloomsbury still existed even if crushed 
and bored by the outer world. The excitement and joy had gone. The 
hostility of the general public was real now, no longer a ridiculous and even 
stimulating joke, and the dreariness ofthe universal khaki seemed only too 
appropriate .... All the world was hostile close round one and Bloomsbury 
had no changing atmosphere in which to move and expand and grow. So 
when the young men were finally forced to take some share in what was 
going on, for the most part they chose to work on fmms and this meant a 
dispersal and general scattering .. .. I was among those who left London in 
1916 and when I came back three years later, I realized very clearly how all 

374 Vanessa Bell to Clive Bell , 14 June (1931): TATE. 
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had changed. Nothing happens twice and Bloomsbury had had its 
day .... When therefore the critics of today abuse Bloomsbury, let them in the 
interests of accuracy distinguish it from all that came after the 1914-1918 
war.375 

The men and women of the Bloomsbury group suffered to some extent after the war 

because their creative impulses were killed, the momentum of the movement halted. 

Men were taken physically from Bloomsbury by war. Women were emotionally 

driven into seclusion. The division of gendered space became even more rigid with 

men on the battleground while women remained at home, despite Bell's attempts to 

define space in a new way through her art. The universal khaki, the green-grey 

colour Bell uses to describe the world at the time, would not accept the Post-

Impressionist colours Bloomsbury wanted to use to revolutionise the British art 

world. The naivete Bloomsbury has been attacked for had been beneficial when it 

came to appraising art. They were open to accepting new art forms because they did 

not rely on tradition and the status quo. 

It must now be almost incredible how unaware we were of the disaster so 
soon to come. I do not know how much the politicians then foresaw, but I 
think that we in Bloomsbury had only the haziest ideas as to what was going 
on in the rest of Europe. How could we be interested in such matters when 
first getting to know well the great artists of the immediate past and those 
following them, when beauty was springing up under one's feet so vividly 
that violent abuse was hurled at it and genius generally considered to be 
insanity, when the writers were pricking up their ears and raising their voices 
lest too much attention should be given to painting, and when music joined in 
the general choms with sounds which excited ecstasy, rage and derision ... 
B 1 h . 376 ut sure y sue unawareness can never come agam. 

The fi·eedom Bell experienced before the war was never fully recaptured because 

during and after the war her responsibilities weighed heavily on her. After the First 

World War, London became foreign to her. She did not see a role for herself and for 

her family in the city. 

375 Bell , SIP!, p. 112-11 3. 
376 Ibid. , p. Ill . 
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I shall tell you what it's like in London now. It seems to me quite intolerable, 
quite different from pre-war days. Everything is crowded and expensive the 
labour oflife is much greater. You see I hadn't lived in it for 3 years and 
more so I notice perhaps it's even more different for me because of the 
different life I lead. Don't think I'm miserable-I'm not, only I'm not very 
contented with this kind of existence and I find it very tiring .. .I see no way of 
getting back to the old easy state of things and no prospect of my being free 
to do anything but paint and look after the children for years so that it does 
seems as if it would be much more sensible to live in some place where one 
could paint easily-here I can't paint anything big and you know how 
difficult that is to me-and where at any rate physical life was pleasant and 
one could have light and warmth. 377 

War was her biggest setback as an artist. It forced her to choose between her 

children and her art, and it changed her priorities. It is as if war had put the art 

movement back a few decades, where she, as a woman, would be tied more than ever 

to her role as mother and wife. For a woman, pursuing art for art's sake seemed too 

frivolous and extravagant during difficult times and with a family to raise. 

Death on the Home Front 

In May 1937, Vanessa Bell, Quentin and Duncan Grant, attended a private 

viewing at Picasso's studio. At the time, Picasso was finishing Guernica for the 

Spanish Pavilion of the International Exhibition held in Paris that year. The bombing 

of Guemica, where war and its atrocities had run rampant in a small Spanish village, 

was fresh in all of their minds, as the tragedy had occulTed only a month earlier on 

the 2ih of April. The violence at Guemica would soon hit close to home for Bell. 

Julian was killed in Spain on the 18111 of July 1937, when a bomb hit the ambulance 

he was driving. He had gone to Spain to resist the Fascists. Acquiescing to his 

mother's wishes he did not fight, but rather drove an ambulance on the side of the 

resistance. When Bell witnessed the powerful Guernica in May, she must have seen 

'77 , Vanessa Bell to Roger Fry, 29 October 1919: TATE. 
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the dangers and the implications of the Spanish Civil War and its impact on her son. 

In front of the painting, Quentin recalled his mother said 'c'est bien tenifiante' .378 

Duncan described her response slightly differently recalling, 'Vanessa said "C'est un 

peu tenible" and Picasso was pleased. He said "Oui c'est un peu pour m'expliquer 

sur les choses qui ce passe la bas." He has evidently felt a great deal about the 

Spanish War'. 379 And of course, soon enough, Bell's artistic sympathy towards 

Guernica would turn into the heartbreaking pain of a parent who loses her child to 

war. 

Despite being the child of two pacifists, Julian Bell believed that force was 

necessary in order to prevent war. His mother's pleas could not dissuade him from 

joining the resistance. Vanessa had the presentiment that Julian would die in Spain 

but in her heart she hoped she would be proven wrong. Julian's death crippled all of 

Bell's defences and she struggled to make sense of it. To the end, Julian believed he 

was doing the right thing. In order to see his death as a meaningful one, Bell 

supported the war her son participated in, even though in her heart she still knew it 

was a waste. Julian Bell's idealism, and his belief in redemptive, cleansing qualities 

of war are evidenced in his posthumously published Julian Bell Essays, Poems and 

Letters. 

Those of my generation who care about the human race and what happens to 
it have come to believe that only effective action counts ... The attitude of the 
younger generation of war resisters has learned too much from its enemy, it 
has grown-even in peace-time- into a war mind: sometimes even into a war 
hysteria. Yet, with all its defects, I believe that war-resistance movements of 
my generation will in the end succeed in putting down war- by force if 
necessary. 380 

378 Richard Shone, 'A Visit to Picasso ', Charleston Magazine, Spring/Sunm1er 2001, p. 39. On the 
241

h of May 1937, Duncan Grant, Quentin Bell, and Vanessa went to visit Picasso 's studio in Paris. 
379 Ibid ., p. 40. 
Quentin recalled that his mother had said: 'It's h1ily tenifying. ' Duncan recalled that Vanessa said ' it 
is a bit terrible .' Picasso replied, 'Yes, it is a little thing I've done to explain what has happened there.' 
380 Julian Bell, Julian Bell, Essays, Poems, and Letters, edited by Quentin Bell, London: Hogarth 
Press, 1938, p. vii. 
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Clearly, Julian Bell felt that Bloomsbury had not taken enough forceful action to 

prevent war, that words and art were not enough to fight a foe that used guns and 

bombs. He took the opportunity to act because he felt it was the only effective way 

to preserve the human race. 

Vanessa Bell could not escape from war because, like a disease, it infected 

every aspect of her life. The death of her son Julian in the Spanish Civil War, the 

loss of much of her work during the Blitz, and the suicide of Virginia Woolf during 

the outset of Second World War were irrevocably damaging to her emotional state.381 

Even before their deaths, Bell had a sense of foreboding that war would be their 

demise and, as a result, hers. Her statement, 'Bloomsbury was killed by the War' is 

striking in its relevance; for war took away the people and things she loved most in 

her life. 

No one but Woolfwas able to deal with the pain Bell was going through when 

Julian died. To V ita Sackville-West, Bell wrote: 

I do not find it difficult to believe that you mind about Julian and I want to 
thank you for telling me so. But we who have and have had so much are not 
really to be pitied in the end. I cannot even say how Virginia has helped me. 
Perhaps some day, not now, you will be able to tell her it's tme. 382 

Julian's death drove Woolfto believe, even more strongly, that war was a useless 

exercise that changed nothing. Three Guineas is a complex response to Julian Bell's 

decision to participate in the Spanish Civil War and to his subsequent death. Woolf 

381 Virginia Woolfs Diary entry from the 22"d of March 1938: 'The public world very notably 
invaded the private at M[onk's] H[ouse last weekend. Almost war: almost expected to hear it 
announced. And England, as they say, humiliated. And the man in uniform exalted. Suicides. 
Refugees turned back from Newhaven. Aeroplanes droning over the house. L. up to his eyes in the 
usual hectic negotiations. The Labour Party hemming and hawing. And I looked at Quentin & 
thought They ' ll take you.' Woolf, Dirny, vol. V, p. 131 . 

Margery Snowden to Vanessa Bell, 27 Dec 1944 : TATE. ' I still think with gratitude ofClive ' s timely 
letter in the New Statesman with its dose of common sense. Perhaps Julian 's views influenced you, 
but I can't see that this indiscriminate killing can be anything but vi le. I was so sorry to hear of the 
loss of your studio and paintings , so many of Duncan ' s too. ' 
382 Yanessa Bell to Yita Sackville-West, 16 August (1937): BERG. 
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wrote to Bell, ' I'm completely stuck on my war pamphlet. . .I'm always wanting to 

argue it with Julian- in fact I wrote it as an argument with him' .383 Three Guineas is 

a protest against the coming war and all the wars that came before it. It also enabled 

Woolf to fight against the establishment and to retaliate in the only way she knew 

how- through words. Woolfprojected her exasperation over war through Three 

Guineas and called herself 'the most brilliant pamphleteer in England' after writing 

it. 384 In Three Guineas, Woolfmakes an analogy between the fight for women's 

rights and the fight against a Fascist state. 

The daughters of educated men who were called, to their resentment, 
'feminists' were in fact the advance guard of your own movement. They 
were fighting the same enemy that you are fighting and for the same reasons. 
They were fighting the tyranny of the patriarchal state as your are fighting the 
tyranny of the Fascist state. Thus we are merely carrying on the same fight 
that our mothers and grandmothers fought; their words prove it; your words 
prove it. 385 

Woolf often thought of her own sister, whom she felt had made inroads in her 

domestic life by balancing home and her art, as having managed to battle against 

societal forces successfully. These societal forces were what Woolfwas arguing 

against in Three Guineas. Woolf asks for the voice of women to be stifled no longer. 

She argues that by establishing equality at home between men and women, a greater 

international peace can be established. 

In 'Thoughts of Peace in an Air Raid' Woolfwrote, 'Unless we can think 

peace into existence we-not this one body in this one bed but millions of bodies yet 

to be born- will lie in the same darkness and hear the same death rattle overhead'. 386 

She continues: 

383 Virginia Woolfto Vanessa Bell, 17 August 1937. Woolf, Letters, vol. VI, p. 159. 384 Diary entry dated 3 June 1938. Virginia Woo If, A Writer 's Dimy, edited by Leonard Woolf, 
London: Hogarth Press, 1953, p. 234. 
385 Woolf, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 227. 386 Woolf , The Crowded Dance ofModem Life. p. 168. 
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Up there in the sky young Englishmen and young Getman men are fighting 
each other. The defenders are men, the attackers are men. Arms are not 
given to Englishwomen either to fight the enemy or to defend herself. She 

1. 1 . h 387 must 1e weapon ess tomg t. 

But, she explains there is something women can use to fight: 

We can fight with the mind. We can make ideas that will help the young 
Englishman who is fighting up in the sky to defeat the enemy. But to make 
ideas effective, we must be able to fire them off. We must put them into 
action. And the hornet in the sky rouses another hornet in the mind. 388 

Woolf suggests domesticity need not be at odds with war but in fact can be the 

solution to war. Women could use their tea-table education to their advantage. 

All the idea-makers who are in a position to make ideas effective are men. 
That is a thought that damps thinking, and encourages irresponsibility. Why 
not bury the head in the pillow, plug the ears, and cease this futile activity of 
idea-making? Because there are other tables besides officer tables and 
conference tables. Are we not leaving the young Englishman without a 
weapon that might be of value to him ifwe give up private thinking, tea-table 
thinking, because it seems useless? ... Mental fight means thinking against the 
current, not with it.389 

Despite the sisters' best intentions, war infiltrated their domestic lives in an 

irrevocable way. Quentin Bell describes the change that occurred after Julian's 

death, how the lively conversation and convivial atmosphere of Charleston became 

sombre and full of sadness. 

The memory at least is communicable, but how can one reproduce the 
conversation of that vanished age? It was free but never naughty or bawdy. I 
only once saw Vanessa shocked, and that was when a guest declared that 
Titian could not draw. That happy time ended in 1937 when my brother was 
killed in the Spanish Civil War. During the months which followed, 
Charleston seemed the saddest place in the world. By the time Vanessa was 
sufficiently recovered to lead a normal life, it was clear another war was 
inevitable. 390 

387 Ibid ., p. 168. 
388 Ibid., p. 168. 
389 Ibid., p. 169. 
390 Quentin Bell and Virginia Nicholson, Charleston: A 8/oomsbwy House and Garden, London: 
Prances Lincoln, 1997, p. 19-20. 
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With another war, came even more tragedy. Even though Woolfbelieved women 

could take an active and persuasive stance against war, she still felt an intense 

hopelessness that gave her little hope for the future. The Second World War 

ultimately broke down Woolfs final resistance to suicide. She and Leonard had 

agreed that if the Germans took control of England, they would both swallow 

cyanide capsules. Such morbid thoughts concerning death affected her ability to 

fight the suicidal thoughts that had plagued her all her life. On the 28111 of March 

1941, Woolf committed suicide leaving behind her 'very close conspiracy' with Bell, 

who was now alone to face her battles. In a letter to Ling Su-Hua, a close friend of 

Julian's from his time in China, Bell wrote about what was the worst thing about war 

to her, 'there is only the tenible depression that all war brings and the feeling that 

everything possible is done to destroy and not to create'. 391 The material losses, her 

art destroyed, Bell could bear. The pain of her emotional losses, due to Julian's and 

Virginia's deaths, Bell took with her to the grave. 

39 1 Yanessa Bell to Ling Su-Hua, 17 March (1940): BERG. 



Conclusion 
A Homecoming 

This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war. This 
is an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings in a drawing-room. 
A scene in a battle-field is more important than a scene in a shop -
everywhere and much more subtly the difference of value persists. 392 

Virginia Woolfs quote applies to the fields of both art and literature. The 

bias against domesticity and femininity continues; the 'difference of value persists'. 

However, Woolfand Bell drew attention to the dichotomy and sought to influence 

and transform the status quo with their art. The sisters were unabashedly drawn to 

life in the drawing-room, but within it they waged a battle against those who felt 

domesticity and femininity were at odds with creating substantial, innovative, and 

modern art. Today, the works of Woolf and Bell continue to challenge, surprise, and 

inform new generations. 

Bell was the inspiration for the archetypal W oolf heroine, a woman who 

never allowed domesticity to quell her artistic inner life. Woolfs great admiration for 

her sister grew by seeing Bell grapple with the issues of marriage, children, and art. 

Woolf felt that the sisters were bound by 'a very close conspiracy' and that together 

they could fight all the battles waged by the outside world. 

How proud I am of her triumphant winning of all our battles: as she [battles] 
her way so nonchalantly modestly, almost anonymously past the goal, with her 
children round her; & only a little added tenderness (a moving thing in her) 
which shows me that she too feels wonder surprise at having passed so many 
terrors & sorrows safe- 393 

Though Woolfs thoughts pre-date Julian's death, her comments describe the 

resilience Bell always showed in the face of misfortune. Woolf felt she and Bell were 

allies, creating opportunities for women in the future and winning the battle against 

392 Woolf, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 67. 
393 Diary entry dated 22 December 1927. Woolf, Dimy, vol. Ill, p. 168. 
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the status quo. For Woolf, Bell represented all the women who were trying to claim 

an miistic identity without compromising their domestic one. Woolf saw Bell as the 

one who achieved more as a woman between the two of them, despite Woolfbeing a 

prolific pamphleteer and activist for women's causes. She saw Bell as having won 

the battle for domesticity over war, surrounded by children, family, and domestic 

peace with strength and grace through it all. While Woolfwas making a name for 

herself through words, her sister was silently making inroads for all women as a 

living example of a Woolfheroine. In Three Guineas, Woolfs speaks jointly for the 

sisters, combining her voice with Bell's unspoken one, pleading for an understanding 

that must come about to prevent the disintegration of civilisation. 

We are not passive spectators doomed to unresisting obedience but by our 
thought and action can ourselves change that figure. A common interest 
unites us; it is one world, one life. How essential it is that we should realize 
that unity the dead bodies, the ruined houses prove. For such will be our ruin 
if you, in the immensity of your public abstractions forget the private figure, 
or if we in the intensity of our private emotions forget the public world. Both 
houses will be ruined, the public and the private, the material and the 
spiritual, for they are inseparably connected.394 

Woolfs argument for the reconciliation of the public and private worlds is related to 

the same argument she and Bell made for mi. Focusing on the private, familiar 

world, both women, Bell more so than Woolf, have been criticised for being insular, 

introspective, and limited in the means that they pursued their art. But perhaps 

critics have focused too heavily on art related to the public world, where masculine 

forces presided over feminine ones. 

This dissetiation has sought to continue the dialogue that current scholarship 

has instigated about what makes an atiist brav and modern for his or her time. 

David Peters Corbett and Lara Peny make an appeal in the introduction to the book 

English Art 1860-1914, Modern Artist and Identity that 'we now need studies which 

394 Woo If, A Room of One's Own I Three Guineas, p. 27 1. 
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will refine and articulate for us the relationships between modem English art and 

cultural modernity' . 395 For that reason, they feel it is unfair to compare the 

modernity of English mi to that of the French. They believe different countries had 

different kinds of modernism, and that 'historians of English art have inherited a 

restricted sense of what its modernity might be' .396 Bell's modernity came from her 

ability to adapt her circumstances to her artistic vision. She created a world of 

confident femininity and developed a sensuous style of modernism that is steeped 

with emotional vibrancy. Her physically strong paintings of women and children, 

her desire to paint the female experience on large canvases, and her visualisation of 

ideal female spaces are images that empower women and give them space to breathe. 

All the time, she was battling against paternalistic notions of what constituted 

modem art and was defining what it meant to be a woman and a modem who was not 

at odds with domesticity. 

Bell's modernism needs to be understood in the context of British Modernism 

as well. In his book The Modernity of English Art-1914-1930, Corbett explains that 

the weakness perceived in English art during this period is due to English artists 

'disinclined to embrace innovations on the continent after Post-Impressionism' but 

that 'the unwillingness or inablility of English art to achieve a critical modernism 

after 1914 does not mean that modernity ceased to be an issue' . 397 While Bell was 

also guilty of not 'embracing' modem movements in Europe after the First World 

War, her art was one that was rooted in its insularity and independence. Seeking out 

other movements with which to affiliate herself was antithetical to her, since by 1912 

she felt she had hit her artistic stride and had found a group that encouraged her 

work. Having reached abstraction in her fine mi, Bell found it difficult to sustain 

395 Corbett and Perry, English Art 1860-1914, Modem Artist and Identity, p . 4. 
396 Ibid ., p.2 
397 Ibid ., p. IO 
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because the context and content of any scene, especially a domestic one, was integral 

to her artistic interests. Frances Spalding helps to explain how Post-Impressionist 

influences helped Bell to reach abstraction but also had a paradoxical effect on her 

work. Post-Impressionism emphasised the imp01iance of 'line, colour, shape space 

rhythm and design' that could be 'assessed and valued in their own right'. Spalding 

adds that while this 'concentration on formal means encouraged a tendency towards 

abstraction' it also, 'paradoxically', had 'a more immediate effect of. .. encourag[ing] 

. d f h . . b" ' 398 a more expansive an res mterest m su ~ect matter . 

Bell's critics often counter her achievement of being the first abstract artist in 

England by arguing that her abstract work was weak and not sustained, such as when 

HmTison described Abstract Composition as 'thin and amateurish' . 399 However, 

there are others such as Lisa Tickner who criticise 'modernist histories' that 

emphasised mainly 'aesthetic autonomy and radicalism (in which Vanessa Bell's 

reputation stands or falls by the abstract paintings of 1914)' and which results in 

critics being dismissive towards Bell for not pursuing that modernist agenda more 

fully. Tickner argues that 'locating the repressed components in modernism's heroic 

account of itself, open it up to understanding as something richer but more 

ambiguous' and that such an approach allows 'Bell as a modem, a figurative painter 

and a woman' to be 'rescued from the condescension of history: "the usual feminine 

fate"' .400 This dissertation has argued not only for Bell to be seen in the context of 

her friends and family, but also as an independent thinker who grappled with how to 

avoid the 'usual feminine fate' ofbeing a woman artist and managed to do so in her 

own distinctive way. 

398 Frances Spalding, British Art Since 1900, p. 40. 
399 Harrison, p . 71 . Also quoted earlier in the introduction 
400 Tickner, Modem L(fe & Modem Subjects, p. 212 . 



In terms of questioning traditional conceptions of size, subject, and situations, 

Bell's endeavours were brave. Her work challenged the status quo and depicted 

visions of domesticity unfamiliar and unacceptable to many women as well as men. 

By constructing a space for women, as well as women and men together, Bell was 

creating in paint and life an ever-expanding private world of home and domesticity 

inhabitable by both sexes. Her values are reflected entirely in her paintings. 

Domesticity need not remain limited to the canvas of an intimate still-life but rather 

occupy a large canvas worthy of Courbet or Matisse. Personal, private reflections 

reveal themselves on a grand scale yet continue to mystify by maintaining an 

elusiveness that cannot be captured. 

War, in the end, stemmed Bell's ambition but did not dampen her love of 

painting. War destroyed her studio, much ofher life's work, and the lives of loved 

ones. War, literally and figuratively, erased the record of her work, and ruined her 

chances of introducing her paintings to a wider public. Home became a retreat not 

only the site she wished to ennoble; it became a safety net that withstood all the trials 

she underwent during her lifetime. The constant thread through Bell's artistic life 

was her ability to find intiiguing forms, emotive colour, and intrinsic vitality in the 

home. And in the end, even after all her losses, her drive to paint, decorate, and 

think of the future persisted. 

Today, Bell's work continues to be contemporary and timely. Her work 

influences how we see modemity and how closely allied the fine and decorative arts 

can be when the distinction between high and low art have been abolished. How 

appropriate a large nude against a wash basin seems on a large canvas, a predecessor 

to Lucien Freud's large, unashamed nudes in domestic interiors. Tracy Emin's 

uru11ade bed reveals its author's history in a frank, upfront way. Bell, almost a 
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century earlier, depicts a scene just after childbirth that she drew from her own 

maternal experience. Bell's Bather's Screen, used recently in David Lynch's much 

lauded avant-garde film, Mulholland Drive is replete with emotion and femininity. 401 

Bell is being reconsidered today as an important figure in modern ati whose work 

speaks volumes about private life. 

The relationship between the two sisters positively influenced each other's 

approach to their art. The impact they had on each other benefited their art in a way 

that no other relationship could. Clive Bell, writing about Virginia Woolf, notices 

the qualities that made Woolfs work groundbreaking and original. Though he does 

not mention his wife, V anessa Bell's presence is felt in his statement about Woolf. 

Both [The Mark on the Wall and Jacob 's Room] are seen with unsurpassable 
precision; both are rendered by means of touch and elimination attainable only 
by an artist of genius; both give a vision- ! use the word again and advisedly
of someone feeling intensely; but the feeling which the artist has observed and 
expressed she has not shared. Also, if I understand her art right, she does not 
intend us to share it: she intends us to appreciate, to admire. Her emotion 
comes from her sense of the scene, and ours from reacting to that sense. This 
pure, this almost painter-like, vision is Virginia Woolfs peculiarity: it is what 
distinguishes her from all her contemporaries.402 

Though it was characteristic of Clive Bell to fail to notice how Woolf s relationship 

with her sister must have impacted her work-that 'her painter-like vision' could 

have been partly attributed to her being able to see through her sister's eyes. By 

virtue oftheir symbiotic relationship, Woolfwas, in some ways, the best 

spokesperson for Bell's art, able to express in words what Bell achieved in paint. 

Woolf, in a preface of a catalogue about Bell ' s art, evokes the power, perplexity, and 

mesme1izing qualities of Bell as an artist and woman. 

Let us see if we can come at some idea of Mrs. Bell herself and by thus 
trespassing, crack the kernel of her art. Ce1iainly it would hardly be possible to 

401 David Lynch, screenwriter. Mulhol/and Drive, dir. David Lynch, Universal Focus Distributor, 
2001. See footnote 301. 
402 Clive Bell , 'Virginia Woolfafter 1919 ', Dial/Thayer Papers, New Haven, Yale University, 
Beinecke. 
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read as many novels as there are pictures here without feeling our way 
psychologically over the features of the writer; and the method, if illicit, has its 
value. But here, for a second time, we are rebuffed .. .. Is she- for our patience 
is becoming exhausted- not a woman at all, but a mixture of Goddess and 
peasant, treading the clouds with her feet and with her hands shelling 
peas? ... But Mrs. Bell says nothing. Mrs. Bell is as silent as the grave. Her 
pictures do not betray her. Their reticence is inviolable. That is why they 
intrigue and draw us on; that is why, if it be true that they yield their full 
meaning only to those who can tunnel their way behind the canvas into masses 
and passages and relations and values ofwhich we know nothing-if it be true 
that she is a painter's painter-still her pictures claim us and make us stop. 
They give us emotion. They offer a puzzle. And the puzzle is that while Mrs. 
Bell's pictures are immensely expressive, their expressiveness has no ttuck 
with words. Her vision excites a strong emotion and yet when we have 
dramatised it or poetised it or translated it into all the blues and greens, and 
fines and exquisites and subtles of our vocabulary, the picture itself escapes. It 
goes on saying something of its own. Here, we cannot doubt as we look is 
somebody to whom the visual world has given a shock of emotion every day of 
the week. And she transmits it and makes us share it; but it is always by her 
means, in her language, with her susceptibility, and not ours. That is why she 
is so tantalising, so original, and so satisfying as a painter. One feels that if a 
canvas of hers hung on the wall it would never lose its lustre. It would never 
mix itself up with the loquacities and trivialities of daily life. It would go on 
saying something of its own imperturbably. And perhaps by degrees-who 
knows?--one would become an inmate of this strange painters' world, in which 
mortality does not enter, and psychology is held at bay, and there are no 
words.403 

Within domesticity, Bell gave a voice to a world that had been hidden in woman's 

hearts and thoughts. She created a language for the intimate smToundings of the 

home and the unique experience ofbeing a woman. In domestic life and domestic 

art, Bell balanced a sense of revelation with a sense of privacy. Bell's images are not 

easy to understand- but they coax us to see the domestic world in a new light and to 

dig deeper than the surface of the canvas. Hence, her life and how it inspired her art 

continues to fascinate and prove relevant today. When the boundaries of high and 

low art, abstract and figurative, domestic and avant-garde are blended, the results are 

works of daring originality, unique insights, and emotional complexity. Vanessa 

Bell was one of the first women artists to attempt to cross these boundaries, and her 

403 Recent Paintings by Van essa Bell, foreword by Virginia Woolf, London: Cooling Gallery1930, 
unpaginated. Part of quote used on p. 90, footnote 138 . 



courage to fly in the face of convention, war, and society's expectations must 

continue to be lauded today. 
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Private Collection. 
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7 Vanessa Bell. Abstract 
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and oil on canvas. 44.2 x 
38.8 cm. Tate Gallery, 
London. 
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Private Collection. 
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40 x 34 cm. National Porh·ait Gallery, 
London. 

15 Vanessa Bell. Molly MacCarthy, c. 
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Gallery, London. 

17 Vanessa Bell. Mary Hutchinson, 
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National Gallery, London. 
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