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Preface


A Very Close Conspiracy is the story of a relationship between sisters. It is not a joint biography of Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf. There are excellent biographies of each already: among them, Quentin Bell’s of his aunt Virginia wears its research and learning with great sympathy and wit, while Frances Spalding’s Vanessa Bell is illuminating and scrupulously fair. But the essential reciprocity in the sisters’ natures cannot be revealed in an individual treatment where each has to stand alone. Wherever you cut Virginia Woolf – open her diaries, her letters, her fiction – there is Vanessa. And when Vanessa faced the dep hs of despair and doubted her existence, it was Virginia to whom she turned.

It was this ever present influence in each of their lives that drew me to the idea of exploring the complicity between them. For in all close relationships there is a conspiracy of sorts, a ‘breathing together’ – with the added sense of concealment, of closedness, where the rest of the world cannot come.

With sisters, there is the possibility of the most intimate and enduring of relationships. A sister survives parents; she is there long before lovers and husbands and children. She shares the same gender and generation, the same house, often the same room, sometimes even the same bed. Each travels through life alongside the other and shares as a contemporary the experiences of school, of independence, of love affairs, work, marriage and motherhood. More often than not, she is there in old age, when lovers or husbands may have deserted or died; when children have left to make their own way.

For many there is the longing to be one and, at the same time, the struggle to be two. In this way, the relationship of sisters has the potential for intense rivalry, competitiveness, suppression, conspiracy, and fierce protective love. Yet it is given so little weight, is barelyeven discussed.

The sources and dynamic of the relationship between Vanessa and Virginia are what fascinated me. By accepting the closeness of their bond and allowing them to stand together, new light can be thrown on their individual characters, the extent of their interdependency and the forces that shaped them.

Because A Very Close Conspiracy is not a joint biography, it does not have the built-in structure of a chronologically linear narrative. After the first four chapters, which bring the sisters to adulthood, I have pursued themes in their lives, as, for instance, the tension between the demands of life and their art, and so weave back and forth through time and place. There are incidents in each life which are not mentioned, there are others which appear more than once, where they illuminate different strands of this multifarious story. While writing it, I have felt at times like the small weaver before a great loom, in whose hands are thirty, forty, colours of such delicately graded shades, all of which have to be kept within my grasp, to be recalled at the exact point and woven into the vast and abstract tapestry of Vanessa’s and Virginia’s shared interior life. It is not their material journey from birth to death, the record of external life, that I have sought to plot, but this hidden landscape of impulse and attraction, of prejudice, influence and passion; of what is not quite said.

Any reconstruction of another’s life – even of one’s own life – can only ever be a version of the truth, but I have tried to come to Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf with few preconceptions. At first I had thought I would rescue Vanessa from the shadow of her brilliant, articulate, younger sister, but very soon I realised that Vanessa did not need rescuing, that Virginia’s luminosity was real. I have wanted always to have their voices come through the narrative, distinct and clear, and while I have stage-managed the players and manned the lights, the script has been largely theirs. I hope I have brought enough humility and sympathy to the work to let them speak.
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Chronology




	1878
	    
	Marriage of Leslie Stephen and Julia Duckworth.



	1879
	    
	Vanessa Stephen born 30 May.



	1880
	    
	Julian Thoby Stephen born 8 September.



	1881
	    
	Leslie Stephen discovers Talland House, St Ives, and takes lease.



	1882
	    
	Adeline Virginia Stephen born 25 January. Leslie Stephen becomes Editor of Dictionary of National Biography in November.



	1883
	    
	Adrian Leslie Stephen born 27 October.



	1895
	    
	Julia Stephen dies 5 May, aged 49. Virginia has her first breakdown in the summer.



	1896
	    
	Vanessa starts attending drawing classes at Cope’s School.



	1897
	    
	Their half-sister Stella Duckworth’s marriage to John Waller Hills 10 April. Stella dies, 19 July, aged 28.



	1899
	    
	Thoby enters Trinity College, Cambridge, in October. Other freshmen include Lytton Strachey, Saxon Sydney-Turner, Clive Bell and Leonard Woolf.



	1901
	    
	Vanessa enters the Royal Academy Schools in September.



	1902
	    
	Leslie Stephen created KCB in June. Adrian enters Trinity College, Cambridge, in October.



	1904
	    
	Sir Leslie Stephen dies 22 February. Virginia’s second breakdown begins in May, not fully recovered until the end of the year. Vanessa, Virginia, Thoby and Adrian move into 46 Gordon Square.



	1905
	    
	Thoby starts ‘Thursday Evenings’ at 46 Gordon Square, beginnings of the ‘Bloomsbury Group’. Vanessa organises ‘Friday Club’ in the Autumn for the painters to discuss art and exhibit.



	1906
	    
	Vanessa and Virginia go to Greece with Violet Dickinson in September, to meet Thoby and Adrian. Vanessa and Thoby ill on their return. Thoby dies of typhoid fever, 20 November, aged 26. Vanessa agrees to marry Clive Bell, 22 November.



	1907
	    
	Vanessa marries Clive Bell, 7 February; they live in 46 Gordon Square. Virginia and Adrian move into 29 Fitzroy Square in April.



	1908
	    
	Julian Bell born 4 February.



	1909
	    
	Lytton Strachey proposes to Virginia, is accepted and then extricates himself, 17 February.



	
1910
	    
	Quentin Bell born 10 August. ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’, first Post-Impressionist exhibition, organised by Roger Fry at the Grafton Galleries, November-January.



	1911
	    
	Virginia changes London address from 29 Fitzroy Square to 38 Brunswick Square, shared with Adrian, Duncan Grant, Maynard Keynes, and Leonard Woolf at the end of the year.



	1912
	    
	Leonard proposes to Virginia in January. Virginia has another episode of instability during February and March. Virginia accepts Leonard, 29 May. Virginia and Leonard Woolf married, 10 August. ‘Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition’ October-December.



	1913
	    
	Vanessa founder member of The Omega Workshops, established by Roger Fry at 33 Fitzroy Square in July. Virginia has very serious breakdown in summer and is not fully restored to health until the end of 1915. Virginia attempts suicide 9 September, Vanessa and Leonard nurse her through.



	1914
	    
	War declared 4 August.



	1915
	    
	Virginia and Leonard take Hogarth House in Richmond and decide at the end of January to buy a printing press. The Voyage Out published March.



	1916
	    
	Vanessa and her household move to Charleston, Firle, in October.



	1917
	    
	Printing press delivered to Hogarth House in April. First publication – Two Stories: A Mark on the Wall and Three Jews. Virginia starts in October to write the diary she keeps for the rest of her life.



	1918
	    
	Armistice Day 11 November. Birth of Angelica Bell at Charleston on Christmas Day.



	1919
	    
	
Kew Gardens published by Hogarth Press in May; written by Virginia with a woodblock by Vanessa as frontispiece. Virginia and Leonard Woolf move to Monk’s House, Rodmell, on 1 September. Night and Day published October.



	1922
	    
	Vanessa has one-artist exhibition at the Independent Gallery in June. Jacob’s Room published by The Hogarth Press in October. Virginia meets Vita Sackville-West in December.



	1924
	    
	Virginia and Leonard move from Hogarth House to 52 Tavistock Square in March.



	1925
	    
	Vanessa gives talk on art at her son’s school, Leighton Park, in January. Vanessa moves her London house from 50 to 37 Gordon Square. The Common Reader published in April. Mrs Dalloway published in May. Virginia collapses at Charleston in August and is unwell for most of the next four months.



	1926
	    
	Vanessa founding member of the London Artists’ Association, exhibited at Leicester Galleries May-June. Virginia depressed during the summer.



	1927
	    
	Vanessa spends the summer in Cassis in S. France and buys the lease of La Bergère. To the Lighthouse published in May. New edition of Kew Gardens with each page illustrated by Vanessa. Julian Bell goes up to King’s College, Cambridge, to read History.



	
1928
	    
	
Orlando is published in October. Virginia, accompanied by Vanessa and Vita, has her two papers (which were to become A Room of One’s Own) enthusiastically received by her audience at the women’s colleges at Cambridge.



	1929
	    
	
A Room of One’s Own published in October.



	1930
	    
	Virginia first meets Ethel Smyth in February. Vanessa has important one-artist exhibition at the Cooling Galleries February-March. Catalogue introduction by Virginia.



	1931
	    
	Virginia sits for the sculptor Stephen Tomlin in July. The Waves published in October.



	1932
	    
	Lytton Strachey dies 21 January. In February Virginia declines the Clark Lectures at Cambridge.



	1933
	    
	
Flush is published in October.



	1934
	    
	Vanessa’s one-artist exhibition at Lefevre’s in March. Roger Fry dies 9 September.



	1935
	    
	Vanessa, Quentin and Angelica in Rome for the summer. Virginia and Leonard on a European tour meet them there. Julian Bell leaves for China at the end of September.



	1936
	    
	Virginia finishes The Years and collapses at beginning of April. Unable to work until the end of May. Unwell again from the end of June until October.



	1937
	    
	Julian Bell returns from China in March intent on enlisting in the International Brigade in Spain. The Years published in March. Julian leaves on 7 June to drive an ambulance in Spain. Julian dies on 18 July.



	1938
	    
	Hitler invades Austria in March. Three Guineas published in June.



	1939
	    
	Britain declares war on Germany 3 September. Vanessa and Virginia permanently living at Charleston and Monk’s House, respectively.



	1940
	    
	
Roger Fry: A Biography published in July. Blitz of London begins at the end of the month. Vanessa’s studio in Fitzroy Street destroyed by an incendiary bomb in September. Virginia and Leonard’s flat in Mecklenburgh Square severely damaged when bomb explodes in the square in September.



	1941
	    
	Virginia finishes Between the Acts. She becomes ill in March with anxiety and depression. She drowns herself in the River Ouse on 28 March. Her body found three weeks later and cremated 21 April. Vanessa Duncan and Quentin embark in the summer on their decorations for Berwick Church.



	1961
	    
	Vanessa Bell dies on 7 April at Charleston.






Introduction



‘There was a likeness between them. As they gazed at each other each felt: here am I – and then each felt: But how different … Broken asunder, yet made in the same mould, could it be that each completed what was dormant in the other?’

Virginia Woolf, Flush



THE SISTERS’ RELATIONSHIP was a complex, many-layered thing. It came to be symbiotic, in the sense that each relied on the other to express abilities and experiences that the other tacitly had taken for herself. From an early age Vanessa and Virginia divided the worlds of art and of experience into two. Each presided, sometimes jealously, over her domain. Vanessa claimed painting as her own, Virginia writing; Vanessa took sexuality and motherhood, Virginia intellectuality and imagination. Each sister, although generous about and admiring of the other sister’s talents, was inhibited too by her mastery in her own world. Vanessa felt ‘painfully incompetent to write letters & becoming more & more so as I see the growing strength of the exquisite literary critical atmosphere distilled by you’,1 while Virginia recognised that Vanessa’s genius flowed as readily into her life as into her art: ‘Nessa has all that I should like to have,’2 a largeness, a physicality and fecundity that extended beyond her creativity in canvas and paint.

Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf were exceptional women, artists and sisters. Their relationship aroused the curiosity of their contemporaries with its power and variousness, its intimate binding of two apparently opposing temperaments and geniuses. Previously, as the Stephen sisters, Vanessa and Virginia had also been the animating force, the heart of ‘Old Bloomsbury’. They had the iconoclasm, feminine sensibility, common sense and practical energy, to galvanise the circle of their brother Thoby’s Cambridge friends. Left under the influence of the philosopher G. E. Moore, most were likely to have remained emotionally immature, intellectually arid, sententious and reserved. Without these two young women, the circle might well have dispersed a few years after leaving Cambridge, cast out into a secular world. As it was, Vanessa and Virginia provided a sense of family feeling and easy scepticism which bound them all in lasting friendship.

The group evolved as ‘Bloomsbury’. It enlarged, broke ranks and changed character and constituents for ever with the advent of the First World War but continued to have as its focus the two sisters, then married women, Mrs Clive Bell and Mrs Leonard Woolf, at whose hearths old friends and new gathered still. ‘We are merely wild, odd, innocent, artless, eccentric and industrious beyond words’3 was how Virginia once described that peculiarly potent mix of friends, but she was describing most truly the Stephen sisters, the cynosures of Bloomsbury.

To begin with, however, Vanessa and Virginia Stephen presented a uniform front to the world, revealing little of their individuality or the resources of the relationship that sustained them. While still young unmarried women, they were seen by those outside the family as an indiscernible unity: the Stephen sisters, beautiful, silent, remote. There was a poignancy in their motherless state, a curiosity about their life with an ancient and venerable father.

At the turn of the century, their marmoreal beauty and the conventions of dress and formal behaviour enhanced this impersonality, and heightened the apparent similarity. Leonard Woolf wrote in his autobiography of his first sighting of Vanessa and Virginia, at twenty-one and nineteen respectively, and referred to them oddly as if the two were one: ‘It was almost impossible for a man not to fall in love with them, and I think that I did at once.’4 The sisters, in full Edwardian dress, inspired from him an uncharacteristic encomium:


In white dresses and large hats, with parasols in their hands, their beauty literally took one’s breath away, for suddenly seeing them one stopped astonished and everything including one’s breathing for one second also stopped as it does when in a picture gallery you suddenly come face to face with a great Rembrandt or Velasquez.5



Leonard went on to compound this sense of the Stephen sisters’ homogeneity. We have his word that he had fallen in love with both of them on sight but had subsequently found Vanessa’s fuller, more earthy beauty the more appealing. On hearing, while in Ceylon governing the natives, that the presumptuous Clive Bell had proposed to Vanessa and had been accepted, he switched his hopes to Virginia. With slight acquaintance these young women appeared to the unwary to be thus interchangeable.

In middle age Virginia remembered that her husband’s affections had been aroused initially by them both: ‘He saw me it is true; and thought mean odd fish; and went off the next day to Ceylon, with a vague romance about us both.’6 In fact, as Leonard and their intimates were to discover, the Stephen girls’ apparent demureness of mien, their beauty and seeming acquiescence was a polite veneer over the more intractable qualities (then so much less desirable socially in women) of great discriminatory intelligence, irreverent wit, personal ambition and a seriousness of purpose. The relationship between Vanessa and Virginia was a powerfully complementary one. Each shared family attitudes, a physical likeness and a dedication to work which disguised the polar dissimilarity of their characters and fundamental approach to the world; a disparity which their intimate friends were to recognise with fascination.

Clive Bell too had fallen under the spell of the two sisters, but found himself increasingly drawn to Virginia. Eventually he wooed and married Vanessa, yet continued to be attracted to her younger sister. Even Lytton Strachey was excited by both the Stephen girls and idly (and fleetingly) imagined himself married to each of them at susceptible moments in his youth. Yet again they were a joint phenomenon. ‘The two most beautiful and wittiest women in England!’

But whether admired or ignored, desired or reviled, these sisters were seen to be in conspiracy together, with an interdependency and self-sufficiency which alarmed, frustrated and fascinated those excluded by it. Even after Vanessa’s marriage the intimacy did not diminish: their younger brother Adrian, always the outsider, was stung into saying he thought it absurd that she and Virginia should write to each other every day. And for Clive Bell, in marrying the one sister, there was an inevitability about his desiring the other. Close as they were, however, there were polarities in their characters and distinct stresses in their relationship.

Vanessa never doubted their separateness. She had enjoyed her first three years of life without Virginia and as the eldest of the Stephen children bore a mantle of distinction and responsibility. Throughout their childhood, it had been she, too, who had suffered unfavourable comparisons with her irresistible younger sister, and so had striven all the more to establish her own identity. Nevertheless circumstances and their own natures combined to make the bond between them a potent one. For each, this bond could be both inhibiting and inspiring.

Virginia, however, was never as certain of her separateness from Vanessa. ‘Do you think we have the same pair of eyes, only different spectacles? I rather think I’m more nearly attached to you than sisters should be,’7 she wrote to Vanessa when they were both nearly sixty. This attachment was at times fiercely demanding, if life-sustaining in a truly umbilical sense; throughout their adult lives, Virginia was to remind her sister that she was Vanessa’s first-born, asking ‘Why did you bring me into the world?’.8 Her intimacy, her need and love for Vanessa infused every one of her days.

For Virginia there was always Vanessa. There from the beginning of consciousness, she was there too, barely five miles away, when fifty-nine years later Virginia drowned herself in the River Ouse. Virginia had never known a day which had not been underpinned with the knowledge of the existence of her sister. She pined for her when they were apart, felt ‘parched’, ‘dried up’; her language is full of desert imagery in which Vanessa became the longed-for fountain of water, of life itself. Everywhere, in her letters, her diaries, her fiction, there is evidence of the central importance of Vanessa to Virginia: ‘There is no doubt that I love you better than anyone in the world.’9

Vanessa’s feelings for Virginia were much less explicit. Admiration, exasperation and a strong maternal solicitude were the surface currents, but deeper and more obscure was her own emotional dependence on her sister; there were periods in her life when she was as desperate for the sisterly devotion that Virginia had demanded always so candidly for herself.

As extraordinary women, as pioneering artists, as sisters, the fifty-nine years of their relationship were rich in letters, jokes, jealousies, conspiracies, shared houses, and for a time, the shared love of their men. During these years they offered each other emotional and financial support, mutual artistic inspiration, admiration and love. The whole was based on a common core of familial inheritance and experience and seamed through with both sisters’ resolute and absolute dedication to their art; from the start, they were serious and thoroughly professional. Virginia wrote virtually every day of her life and in a memoir reflected, ‘I feel that by writing I am doing what is far more necessary than anything else.’10 Vanessa, having experienced both marriage and motherhood, returned time and again to the opinion that ‘Art is the only thing; the lasting thing, though the others [marriage and motherhood] are splendid.’

Work was at the centre of the sisters’ lives and each had a distinctive influence on the art of the other. Virginia wondered whether her fiction was not more truly autobiography; certainlyher central figure, more often than not, was inspired by her need to explore her fascination with the character of Vanessa.

Pacific, civilised, from rooms with views, and views into rooms, Vanessa’s and Virginia’s work shared a certain perspective. Virginia’s writing at times was so visual that Vanessa found herself wanting to paint the images which sprang from the page. Virginia’s physical beauty too inspired a series of portraits in which Vanessa deftly and economically captured her younger sister’s stillness and grace, her faceless portraits suggesting the mystery of Virginia’s inner life. Their artistic collaboration in The Hogarth Press produced the illustrated Kew Gardens and the exuberant Bell dust jackets, which sent Virginia’s books with some bravado to meet her critics, wrapped, as in life, in sisterly protection.

In her peculiarly sympathetic biography of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s dog, Flush (a book written for her own entertainment and light relief, and particularly true to her own feelings), Virginia expressed something of the devotional nature of her love for Vanessa. She explored too the pain of rejection when that sister fell in love with someone else. Her nephew and biographer Quentin Bell points out that Flush embodies Virginia’s own spirit; possessive, as the dog was, of his mistress’s love, terrified of abandonment, jealous of her attachment to another – yet ultimately reassured that there was a continuing place for himself in her new life.

It seems not too fanciful that Virginia, in her description of the attraction between Flush and his mistress, expressed something of the complementary intimacy of her relationship with Vanessa: ‘Broken asunder, yet made in the same mould, could it be that each completed what was dormant in the other?’11

Although Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf were distinguished above all as individuals, they and their contemporaries saw their relationship, complementary and impassioned, as the source at times of an almost mythic power. But despite being so successful and influential – pioneers in their chosen arts – Vanessa and Virginia never unburdened themselves of their childhood. It is there that their relationship with each other and the world began.


1


Oneness



‘So now about V: well, V. does equally for I and for Vanessa – but I am surfeited with Vanessa.’

Virginia Woolf, 13 December 1906, Letters, vol. I



IN 1878 LESLIE STEPHEN married Julia Duckworth, formerly Julia Jackson. They were both widowed and both parents, and thus two families of children were installed under the one roof of 22 Hyde Park Gate, just south of Kensington Gardens. Laura Stephen, a mentally retarded girl of eight years, was united with the three Duckworths, George aged ten, Stella nine and Gerald seven. Physically and temperamentally the adults’ union might have seemed an unlikely one. Leslie, at forty-five, already had the mien of an ancient prophet. He was a noted mountaineer, philosopher and journalist with an intellect that was forceful, unpretentious and incorruptible. As yet his great work, editing the Dictionary of National Biography, had not begun.

He was fond of pointing out how thin-skinned was his nature and using it as some justification for his irascibility and constant hunger for female sympathy. Apart from an extraordinary blindness to his own behaviour and the effect it had on others, he had a vigorous and humane approach to his family and to life. Leslie Stephen possessed also a deeply devotional nature and, as a young man, having cast orthodox religion from his life he found a most suitable substitute in the beautiful grieving figure of Mrs Duckworth. During his courtship of her he was perfectly honest about this reverential aspect to his love, ‘You see I have not got any Saints and you must not be angry if I put you in the place where my Saints ought to be.’1

Fortunately their marriage and the intimacy of family life allowed him to remove her halo, to produce four more children, to share with her the unpredictable responsibilities of parenthood and to seek her sympathy over the minutiae of his health; writing, from Grindelwald in the Alps where he had gone for some vigorous mountain walking, in not uncharacteristic vein, ‘[I] have been quite well, except that I was a little constipated two days ago, but I have been making up for it yesterday and today.’2

Julia Duckworth was just thirty-two when she married Leslie Stephen, but she felt that already life had awarded her the greatest happiness, followed by the profoundest unhappiness, it was possible to endure. Family tradition had it that the short period of her first marriage to Herbert Duckworth, a handsome good-hearted barrister, had been so happy in its perfection, so perfect in its ecstasy that everything that followed could only appear pale and mundane in comparison. Her beauty was still remarkable, classically fine-featured, but severe too and shadowed with a melancholy she would never lose.

Each brought to the marriage private worlds of happiness and grief the other could never hope to share, and indeed each had felt on the death of their first partner that life had all but ended for them too. Leslie had been ‘crushed – hope all but vanished from my life’3 and Julia’s life had disintegrated, she told him, like a wrecked ship. In order to survive she had become increasingly busy to prevent her from thinking or feeling too much, ‘And so I got deadened.’4 Their marriage awakened lost love, revived hope and brought together the generations of literary and judicial Stephens with Julia’s more romantic Pattle relations, on her mother’s side, with their celebrated beauty, sentimentality and artistic and aristocratic connections.

Vanessa, born on 30 May 1879, was the eldest child of this marriage. Just over a year later, on 8 September 1880, the hoped-for son, Thoby, joined her in the nursery. And with this well-matched pair of babies, Leslie and Julia Stephen intended to round off their extended family, making their combined total of six children.

Such hopes were peremptorily dismissed by yet another pregnancy and Virginia was born on 25 January 1882, quickly followed by a second brother, Adrian, on 27 October 1883. And so in barely four and a half years another four children were added to the Stephen household. Their parents, having temperamentally long left their youth behind (both had entered their grief-stricken widowhood expecting not long to survive), now found themselves with a young family of eight children, all under fifteen years, to bring up.

All four Stephen children were conceived and born in the large marital bed, ‘the sexual centre’5 of the family, as Virginia recalled, and where she imagined the walls to be impressed with the tremendous images of their life. Love, sex, birth and death were there, for in that same bed too her mother died and then, nine years later, her father. From that big marital bed in the front bedroom on the first floor of their family house, the baby Virginia was installed in the nursery two floors up at the top of the house, along with Vanessa and Thoby.

Vanessa was just over two and a half years old and Thoby not yet one and a half when Virginia entered their lives. Vanessa had already begun to enjoy the pleasures of her brother’s company. There was a similar matter-of-factness in their natures and a robust puppy-like energy. They did everything together and as life was lived almost entirely in those two top rooms, the day and night nurseries, the children relied particularly on each other for entertainment. Virginia’s advent ended the harmonious symmetry of life in the nursery, and jealousy and possessiveness entered their snug, enclosed world. Vanessa remembered that Thoby was ‘the brother both Virginia and I adored – But he and I had had an intimate friendship before she came on the scene.’6

At times there was undoubted rivalry between the sisters for his affection and comradeship. Already Virginia could counter her elder sister’s practical, steady charms with a far more sophisticated blend of coquetry and abuse. Stella reported to their mother what sounds a particularly characteristic incident when Virginia was just two and already in impressive command of her language: ‘This morning Ginia wanted Thoby to give her something, which he had, but he wouldn’t so she went up to him and gave him a hug and said “Please Thoby give it, Darling Sweetheart Boy” but Thoby still said “No I won’t”. Then she went up to him and tried to bite him and said “Nasty, Pugwash horrid, disgusting boy” and afterwards he gave it to her.’7

Their natural sisterly competitiveness was enhanced by their father who seemed to find it amusing to speculate as to which child the grown-ups preferred. In his surviving letters to Julia during the children’s early childhood the subject arises surprisingly frequently: ‘I want your mother to tell me frankly and honestly which she likes best – is she not delighted with Ginia? Of course, everybody must love Nessa and old To [Thoby] has admirers enough.’8 Leslie Stephen’s favourite was Virginia: he saw a strong likeness to himself in her, he delighted in her quickness of mind, her fluency and was enchanted by her affectionate, insinuating ways: ‘Little Ginia is already an accomplished flirt. I said today that I must go down to work. She nestled herself down on the sofa by me; squeezed her little self tightly up against me & then gazed up with her bright eyes through her shock of hair & said “don’t go, Papa!” She looked full of mischief all the time. I never saw such a little rogue.’9 She was just over two years old.

There was a natural intellectual affinity between Virginia and her father from the first. He understood her talents and abilities and found her extraordinarily responsive and rewarding. ‘Yesterday I discussed George II with Ginia. She takes in a great deal and will really be an author in time,’10 he wrote to her mother, whereas his attempts to teach history to Vanessa and Thoby could often be deflected away from the abstract world of ideas to more pressing everyday concerns. He wrote rather plaintively to Julia: ‘Nessa and To [Thoby] read about Charles I. I told them that he was a bad man but they did not seem to care much and went off to question about the ocean and whether it was made by rain, as To thought, or by rivers as Nessa argued with [illegible] authority. I don’t know what this had to do with Charles I.’11

Although Leslie Stephen could be a most affectionate father, willing to take his children on expeditions to the museums and park, to explain the mechanics and theories of the natural world, happy to listen to their childish stories and answer their questions; although he would draw delightful little animals and figures on the margins of letters to amuse them, he was blind to art and oblivious to delight in the appearance of things. Vanessa recalled with wry humour that on all his climbing expeditions to the Alps never once did he descend from the austere mountains to the sensual feast below that was Italy. Vanessa’s own absorption in the visual world and her interest from the beginning in drawing met no answering enthusiasm in her father. A letter sent to her mother when she was nearly five contained a characterful and very competent drawing of a small, stout dog and the simple message, ‘DEAR MOTHER WE WENT OUT IN KENSINGTON GARDENS VANESSA STEPHEN.’12 All in capitals, it was laid out like a sampler with every E and R decorated with curlicues. Already the appearance of the message communicated more than the literal meaning of the words.

At about the same time she was given some chalks by her half-sister Stella and spent hours on the floor drawing pictures, much to her father’s irritation. He thought it all a waste of time and the results distinctly uninteresting. Much as he loved Vanessa, as he did all his children, perhaps something in her uncompromisingly clear gaze unnerved him. He saw a likeness to his sister Milly and feared his daughter would become a Quaker like her. Perhaps Vanessa would not so easily offer up affection whenever he demanded it, had never so readily snuggled up to him and gazed into his face with undisguised coquetry as had his darling Ginia. She also reminded him poignantly of the shadowed, suffering side of Julia, to which he knew uneasily his own self-centred temperament and demands contributed. Perhaps Vanessa reminded him of his guilt: ‘Dear little Nessa has too much of you in one respect: her beautiful eyes look as sad as yours do; & I suppose at her age you looked more cheerful.’13 Such profound sadness in the eyes of both wife and daughter could be interpreted too easily as silent reproach.

Virginia remembered that youthful face of her elder sister with the dreamy melancholic expression in her eyes: ‘It may not be fanciful to discover some kind of test and rejection in them as though, even then, she considered the thing she saw, and did not always find what she needed in it.’14 Perhaps it is not entirely fanciful either to consider that her elderly father with his quivering sensibilities, lively self-pity and uncertainty as to his own lovableness should look into those candid eyes of his child and find himself wanting.

Vanessa’s and Virginia’s mother and her feelings for her two young daughters are subjects of great importance and even greater elusiveness. The emotions she aroused in her family and friends were unequivocal, laudatory and much proclaimed. But the person within this paragon of womanly virtues insisted on slipping away, even at times from her daughter Virginia’s analytical pen. ‘I see now that she was living on such an extended surface that she had not time, nor strength to concentrate, except for a moment if one were ill or in some child’s crisis, upon me – Can I remember ever being alone with her for more than a few minutes? Someone was always interrupting.’15

The ‘extended surface’ over which their mother’s energy was dispersed consisted foremost of her extensive household of husband, children and servants. She had under her care three elder children of her own, Laura, her husband’s mentally handicapped daughter who lived with the family until the 1890s, and then their own four young children, still in the nursery. Julia Stephen’s energies were much exercised also by her exacting and egotistical husband, who required her constant sympathy and consolation, even admitting often (and only slightly sheepishly) that sometimes he exaggerated his illness or misery in order to extract extra helpings of her life-giving balm. The entire organisation of this large household with its eight children and seven servants fell to her. The family finances too became Julia Stephen’s sole province and for a time she shared responsibility with her husband for educating their youngest four children.

On top of these immediate domestic concerns there was her own mother, crippled with rheumatism and utterly dependent on her daughter for practical nursing care while with her, and continual sympathy and emotional support while apart. Leslie Stephen tells us that Julia had not been Mrs Jackson’s favourite daughter and, it would seem, as if to redress that balance, she set out to make herself indispensable to her invalid mother and so became her confidante of ‘every sorrow and pain’.16 Julia never failed to respond immediately to every plaint of her mother’s, often neglecting her own needs and sometimes, Leslie felt, those of her husband and family in order to do so. Certainly just six months after Vanessa’s birth Julia Stephen had no hesitation in answering her mother’s summons to nurse her through rheumatic fever, even though she herself had been unwell after her confinement and had barely recovered.

Then there were the relations: Duckworths, Fishers, Vaughans, Stephens, all to be honoured, entertained, corresponded and sympathised with, and given their due. If this heterogeneous and matriarchal Victorian family, with its traditions and never ending demands, did not exhaust every resource of energy and compassion in her, Julia Stephen had yet to fulfil her own demanding vocation. She had a true gift for nursing and a need to pursue it. When in London she would travel by omnibus and tram, to visit the old, the ill and the poor, and while the family were in Cornwall, staying at St Ives, she would walk down the steep road to the town, with her basket on her arm, to distribute comfort and what food and clothes she had to spare to any especially needy family there. She was remembered with real affection, even reverence, by people in that town long after she had died and the family had ceased to spend their summers there.

This is the woman who managed a large household and its servants, who made order out of chaos for her children, who protected her husband, who presided over a welcoming drawing-room for their friends, and combined all into an harmonious whole. In everyone who rejoiced in her creation, she inspired reverence, gratitude and love. Her organisational and ministering qualities were made all the more memorable by her striking, if austere, personal beauty and air of natural authority. It is little wonder that elderly men, lovesick youths and the daughters of friends should fall under her spell. But there was a price which Julia paid; so, to a lesser extent, did her daughters.

This ‘extended surface’ on which she was forced to operate necessarily denied her two young daughters a more personal mothering, time to be spent with her not always crowded out by the demands and presence of others. It is true that this detached maternal relationship was not uncommon amongst the families of the Stephens’ time and class where servants and nursemaids freed the mistress of the house from the messier, more commonplace aspects of family life. But for Virginia and Vanessa the peculiar force and attraction of their mother’s character with its unfathomable secret side, together with her philanthropic commitments outside the family and the tragedy of her premature death, left her younger children, particularly her daughters, with an aching, irreparable sense of loss. Virginia tells us she was haunted by her mother until her forties. Then, in writing To the Lighthouse, she managed to exorcise at last the sense of her presence, at times more real than the living; that longing that could never be assuaged; ‘the old horror – to want and want and not to have’.17

Only George Duckworth, her eldest son, and Adrian Stephen her youngest – ‘my joy’ as she called him – enjoyed a special intimacy. They were both, for different reasons and in different ways, her favourites. Leslie Stephen recognised it and felt at times excluded and jealous. He was capable however of getting his own back, as when writing to his wife, ‘Lowell says that the children are beautiful, wh. is no news-I mean his opinion. I think they are – except Adrian.’18 And of course, like Mr Ramsay in To the Lighthouse with his privilege of absolute knowledge, perhaps he knew too how to puncture his younger son’s joyful conspiracy with his mother as his fictional counterpart did, frustrating his longing for the trip to the lighthouse with the autocratic words, ‘But… it won’t be fine.’

Vanessa and Virginia also knew that George and Adrian were somehow special in their mother’s affections; and felt… what? That their adored and most wise mother valued her sons more than her daughters, men more than women? Intelligent and capable as she was, Julia certainly put her name to a petition opposed to the suffrage of women; she certainly treated her eldest daughter Stella with unnecessary harshness which her other two daughters noticed and wondered at. She was equally hard on herself, sparing nothing in the service of others. ‘My mother believed that all men required an infinity of care,’19 Virginia remembered. And that care was to come from women. To Julia Stephen men were more interesting, more important than women; an attitude that her elder Stephen daughter absorbed into the deepest layers of her being, and her outraged younger one rejected out of hand.

But, above all, the ultimate inequality within the family and one which rankled, with Virginia at least for the whole of her life, was that the boys were given the benefit of a proper education and the girls expected to search out for themselves what scraps they could at home, far removed from the stimulation and comradeship of school or university. Vanessa and Virginia were no worse off in this respect than the majority of girls of their class, but as Virginia especially, and so obviously, was more clever, more avid for knowledge and more able in her use of it than any of her brothers or half-brothers, her parents’ compliance with that particular social custom appears peculiarly conforming. Money may well have been a consideration, but it is nevertheless a surprising oversight, given Leslie Stephen’s recognition and delight in Virginia’s intellectuality and in her similarity to him. He had proclaimed an interest in the education of women in a letter written to Julia before they married, ‘I chiefly hold that women ought to be as well educated as men, indeed a very great deal better than men are now.’20

Certainly, on a rational level, Leslie Stephen deplored the waste of potential of any human intelligence, be it male or female. He, as an impressive product of the finest educational system in the world, could not but hold formal instruction in the highest esteem. Yet amongst the rankness of his emotions (their primitiveness and lack of cultivation, Virginia declared, due largely to the narrowness of that pre-eminent intellect) was obscured an uneasy prejudice that brains did not become a woman. His first and much loved wife, Minny Thackeray, was thoroughly unintellectual, a woman who ‘remained, in some ways, a child through life’,21 and admirably so in her husband’s eyes.

Vanessa’s and Virginia’s mother had a far greater native intelligence, but she deferred in non-domestic matters to Leslie and taught her children to do likewise. His idolising love of her was centred on her physical and moral beauty, her apparently illimitable capacity for comforting, for consoling, for making his barrenness fertile. Her individual view of the world, her divergent opinions, were incongruous in their relationship. Their hypersensitive and watchful younger daughter perhaps had sensed this prejudice in her father and compliance in her mother, for she made Mr Ramsay, in To the Lighthouse, reassured by his wife’s lack of intellectual equality. In fact her lack of intellect seemed to be linked in inverse proportion to her desirability as a woman:


[He] exaggerated her ignorance, her simplicity, for he liked to think that she was not clever, not book-learned at all. He wondered if she understood what she was reading. Probably not, he thought. She was astonishingly beautiful. Her beauty seemed to him, if that were possible, to increase.22



This tacit parental view of the incompatibility of intellectuality and femininity was to cause Virginia – who exhibited both these qualities supremely – to falter at times in her own estimation of both her womanliness and her intellect. Such a pervasive family influence may well have also contributed to Vanessa, garlanded with all the feminine virtues, retreating from the challenge of the intellectual. In her fifties, the centre of her kingdom at Charleston, her country house in Sussex, she had retreated so far that she could feel miserable and inadequate still at her inability to enter the worldly polemic of certain clever young male guests: ‘I feel the only refuge is to become quite abstracted. Unfortunately they notice this & get quite uneasy & Clive blew me up in public for finding their talk such a bore – which was rather uncomfortable & made me wish I could disappear.’23 Of course, in such company Virginia could be Vanessa’s complete opposite, coruscating in her wit, outrageously amusing and more entertaining than anyone else present.

Even as infants these temperamental differences were evident, and in this family of eight children of various ages and mixed parentage, with its stresses and inequalities, its pleasures and strengths, Vanessa and Virginia soon found there were great possibilities in their own sisterhood. For Virginia of course there was always Vanessa. Her first memories of the sister who was to loom so large in her life belonged to the secure and orderly world of the nursery. There, in the vast and mysterious land under the nursery table where the children often roamed, she came across Vanessa in the firelight.

‘“Have black cats got tails?” she asked, and I said “NO”.’24 The meeting remained vividly in Virginia’s memory, for the solicitous, grown-up elder sister had demanded of her a piece of crucial information and had valued her reply. A conspiracy was born among the legs and skirts of unsuspecting adults, excluded by the boundaries of the folded table-cloth. ‘I’ve been in love with her since I was a green-eyed brat under the nursery table, and so I shall remain in my extreme senility,’25 a fully grown Virginia recalled.

From an early age Virginia was aware of an unswerving integrity in Vanessa. In their childhood games of cricket she batted straight to Virginia’s demon bowling. In her relationships with her younger brothers and Virginia she was affectionate and responsible. With adults she was courageous and true, ‘She might not see all, but she would not see what was not there.’26 And as the eldest of the four, she naturally provided some of the every-day maternal solicitude, the soothing of hurts and answering of questions which nurse or their busy and often absent mother were unable to dispense. It was the very literal side to Vanessa’s character, a tenacious insistence on truth, that earned her Virginia’s wounding epithet ‘the Saint’. And yet it was this rock-like dependability which Virginia so appreciated.

Vanessa’s first memories of Virginia were characterised by astonishment. Astonishment at her beauty, for she was a particularly attractive and bonny child with green eyes and a bright apple-cheeked face: ‘I was as much aware as anyone of her brilliance and loveliness to look at. She reminded me always of a sweet pea of a special flame colour.’ Vanessa felt astonishment too at Virginia’s ability suddenly to summon up an atmosphere of ‘tense thundery gloom’,27 which would descend solely upon her poor elder sister and imprison her in spiritual blackness while everyone else seemed to continue in unruffled normality.

When an elderly woman, Vanessa attributed this devastating effect on her childish spirits to a natural rivalry between the sisters over Thoby. Perhaps Virginia already had begun to practise her considerable charms on him, as again she was to exercise them, when both sisters were adults, on another male whom Vanessa loved. That time the jealousy was all the more dumbly suffered and deeply felt, because Vanessa could only agree with the consensus of their friends that her sister was indeed irresistible, the most admirable woman she knew.

Then again, Vanessa was more than astonished, shocked even, by an analytical intellectual curiosity in her younger sister which did not admit to normal taboos. When she was just eight and Virginia six, the two girls were leaping about naked in the bathroom at 22 Hyde Park Gate when Virginia suddenly enquired which parent her sister preferred, father or mother. ‘Such a question seemed to me rather terrible; surely one ought not to ask it.’ Vanessa recoiled, but answered all the same: ‘“Mother,” I said, and she went on to explain why she, on the whole, preferred my father.’28 She realised even then that whereas her reply had been an instinctive unconsidered matter, Virginia’s had been the result of a certain critical process. Their opposing answers were truthful and important. Vanessa remembered the incident all her life and the sympathies and antipathies that existed already in herself and Virginia as children were to lay the foundations of their adult lives.

It seemed to Vanessa that this terrible question had released other subjects for discussion. After all, what could you not say if you had already enjoyed the freedom to criticise your own parents? It is interesting that just before this revelation in the bathroom, Vanessa noticed a physical and intellectual change in Virginia. All the young Stephens had suffered a communal attack of whooping cough which left them weakened and thin. Everyone was restored quickly to robust health, except for Virginia, who seemed to her observant sister to remain leaner and more transparent-skinned, never quite to recover her childish softness and innocence. She had ‘moved on’, Vanessa believed, to a new stage of critical awareness, another level of consciousness.

These instances of sudden recognition of the significance of things, however, and their place in a greater pattern, were only a minute but memorable part of Vanessa’s and Virginia’s childhood. Their early years were orderly and secure, spent for ten months of the year in the familiar spaces of the nursery and nearby Kensington Gardens. Twenty-two Hyde Park Gate was terraced and tall, its five storeys becoming seven in response to the growing family’s need for space. Inside was dark, the paintwork black, the curtains heavy. Virginia creeper obscured the dining-room window and the household’s furniture and decoration became increasingly shabby as one ascended. The children inhabited two rooms on the third floor, the day nursery where they ate most of their meals, took their lessons and played, and the night nursery where all four Stephen children and their nurse slept. Here, with open fires in winter, it was snug, at times stuffy, confined and enclosed. Their daily walks were conducted in Kensington Gardens where, although it was wilder than now, there was nevertheless an inevitable formality and predictability about the radiating walks, the flower beds and the Round Pond on which they sailed their boats and in winter skated.

The long dreary winter expeditions were enlivened by the telling of stories, at which Virginia always excelled, talking as they walked with gravel crunching beneath their boots. Vanessa and Thoby, with the advantage of age and greater experience, often told Virginia of the time when the area called the Swamp was really a swamp before she was old enough to join them on their explorations. In those far off days they had come across the corpse of a little black dog, lying in the undergrowth, and had gazed on it with awe and fascination. It had provided many hours of happy speculation on the nature of its demise. Starvation and drowning, Vanessa deduced, revealing even then her unsentimental, unflinching view of life.

There were reminders too of the grotesqueness and suffering in the outside world. There was the time when a desperate boy leapt out in front of Virginia in Kensington Gardens: subnormal, neglected, red-eyed and whimpering, he extended his hand to her. Speechless and appalled, she could only pour into that hand her bag of toffees, always to be haunted by the intensity of his need and the incongruity of her response. Later that evening, sitting in the bath with Vanessa, the horror returned and she cowered at her end of the tub, unable to explain even to her sister placidly washing herself at the other end, her sense of hopelessness and utter vulnerability, ‘as if I was passive under some sledge-hammer blow’.29

But reminders of pain and madness entered even the inner sanctum of their family life. There at the heart lived poor Laura Stephen. Nine years older than Vanessa, she was kept largely separate from the younger Stephens with her own nurse, but ate with them and was unpredictable and disturbing in her behaviour. She was given to fits of hysteria and, even when she was as old as twelve, terrific howls of frustration which used to haunt her father. ‘If she could only know how she tortures me!’30 was a characteristically self-centred reproach. Leslie Stephen had cared for his daughter lovingly but, perhaps misunderstanding her behaviour and seeing perversity where there was more likely grief, unhappiness and a congenital lack of ability, his treatment of her was at times unwittingly harsh. He had attempted in vain to teach her and tame her when her mother’s death had left them alone. His letters to Julia, before their marriage and in the early years of their life together, are full of his genuine love and concern for this child, but punctuated on occasions with remorse at losing his temper with her. Victorian children were expected to conform to rigid standards of behaviour. There is little doubt that, until Leslie accepted that his eldest daughter was not going to be able to perform socially and intellectually as he had hoped, there was a battle of wills between them and much suffering on both sides.

Although, by the time Vanessa and Virginia were old enough to judge the situation for themselves, Laura was already living in her own quarters, her torment must have been evident to both her younger half-sisters, infecting the atmosphere of the house and trying even further their conscientious, controlled and over-extended mother. There is barely any mention of Laura in either sister’s memoirs of their childhood (Virginia dismisses her as an idiot), but she loomed as a suffering presence until her removal to the country, and then to an asylum, when Vanessa and Virginia were eight and five respectively. She was to live on for another fifty-eight years as a haunting reminder of the pain and madness so close to them – an awful warning, too, perhaps of what befell young women whose behaviour meant they could be labelled, by a greater authority, as ‘insane’.

The sisters were also involved, dramatically though spasmodically, in the mania that afflicted their handsome and gifted cousin, the classicist J. K. Stephen, after a railway accident that injured his brain. He once stormed into their nursery and in an extravagant gesture stabbed a loaf of bread. Again in a state of manic energy he carried Virginia off to his studio in order to paint her portrait on a piece of wood. But most unsettling for the household was his amorous pursuit of Stella, which necessitated Julia’s reluctant instruction to Vanessa and Virginia and the other children that they were to deny Stella was at home should ‘dear Jim’ ever call. Eventually he died in 1892 at the age of thirty-three, leaving his family with a sense of tragic loss. No one at 22 Hyde Park Gate would ever forget the morning when he appeared at breakfast and announced with macabre amusement that Dr Savage had just told him that he faced either madness or death.

A thread of madness and death was woven through even the earliest and happiest portion of the childhood of Vanessa and Virginia. Immoderate behaviour and inappropriate desire too existed in unhappy combination; in J. K. Stephen’s case the one was the cause of the other, in the case of Vanessa’s and Virginia’s brothers, the inappropriate desire was the cause of a confused intensity of emotion in the heart of the family that was to prove more destructive. Years later Virginia claimed this was largely responsible for the most intractable difficulties in her own life – and for the enhancement of Vanessa’s capacity for silent suffering. Their much adored half-brothers, George and Gerald Duckworth, sons of their mother’s first marriage, were eleven and nearly nine years older than Vanessa, thirteen and eleven years older than Virginia and lived in the same house as the younger children. They, particularly George, were the darlings of their mother.

Although, as they grew into young women, Stella Duckworth was to become increasingly intimate with the Stephen girls, in the early days there was a clear feeling of divide between the two families. Vanessa, Thoby, Virginia and Adrian were ‘us four’ and the Duckworths were ‘the others’. It is quite likely that there was some envy of them too, for they were born of the marriage that had made their mother ‘as happy as it is possible for a human being to be’.31

The period of abject unhappiness she endured as a result of her first husband’s death was never discussed by their mother and acquired therefore in the minds of her younger daughters something of the weight of mythological tragedy. Virginia was told by Stella once that their mother used to lie full length upon her dead husband’s grave, in what seemed to Virginia to be a terrific and tragic expression of grief in one so naturally undemonstrative. So the ‘demi-gods & tyrants’, as Virginia dubbed her Duckworth half-brothers, held a position of privilege in the family and a power over their much younger siblings. This they were to abuse in their treatment of both half-sisters.

The first instance related by Virginia occurred when she was about six and the family were on holiday in St Ives. Gerald, who was about seventeen at the time, lifted her on to a ledge in the hall that was used for ‘standing dishes upon’ and began to explore her body.


I can remember the feel of his hand going under my clothes, going firmly and steadily lower and lower. I remember how I hoped he would stop; how I stiffened and wriggled as his hand approached my private parts. But it did not stop. His hand explored my private parts too. I remember resenting it, disliking it – what is the word for so dumb and mixed a feeling?32



It was a feeling that was so powerful that memory of it endured till her death. In her fifty-ninth year, two months before she drowned herself, Virginia wrote to her stalwart friend the composer Ethel Smyth, ‘I still shiver with shame at the memory of my half-brother – exploring my private parts.’33

It is the difference in age – for Gerald at seventeen was virtually a man – which brutally underlined the helplessness of the child. His trusted position in the household and his heroic status in the eyes of his half-sisters was the betrayal with which such incestuous abuse poisons the heart of a family. This recoil from the abuse of power, her sense of vulnerability and powerlessness in the face of the sledgehammer of fate was to recur in Virginia’s experience.

Vanessa was never explicit about what she suffered at the hands of her half-brothers and it is unlikely that she was involved in any similar incident so young. However, she did endure, less protractedly than Virginia, something of the emotional bullying, the fondling and invasions of privacy which their elder half-brother George imposed on them after the death of their mother. It was also painfully evident that Vanessa and Virginia could tell no one at the time, apart from each other, and were themselves confused by the conflict between George’s grotesque private behaviour, exposed to them alone, and his much admired and heroic public face. Friends and aunts continually praised their sainted brother, generous patron and loving friend. And Virginia, again more intensely so than Vanessa, had her own ambivalent feelings towards him; she admitted her love for him, existing alongside disgust and shame, in a confused and potent brew. In the light of this and the girls’ own acute vulnerability, it is easier to understand Virginia’s startling description of ‘the others’ as ‘beings possessed of knives’.34

Perhaps Vanessa’s and Virginia’s insistence on the ritual storytelling in the nursery at night was not only an imaginative escape, an hypnotic prelude to sleep. Perhaps also it was an attempt to put order on confusion, a reassurance that they were in control of their fictive world, even if beyond the fire-lit room the helplessness of the child was everywhere immanent. Certainly, night after night, the ritual held sway: ‘Clementé, dear child,’ Vanessa’s voice would call out in an affected drawl and Virginia, as Clementé, would begin. The dramatis personae were the commonplace Dilke family who lived next door and were envied by the Stephen children for their conspicuous wealth, and mocked because they could not pronounce their Rs. Hidden treasure and endless supplies of favourite food – well-fried eggs as it happened – seemed to be the major rewards. And the story ran and ran. Eventually, if Vanessa fell asleep first and the nursery fire was still burning, Virginia, made anxious by the flickering shadows on the walls, would call to her sister, ‘What did you say Nessa?’35 in order to wake her and have the comfort of her company, if only for a few minutes more.

But the confinement of these two rooms, cramped with growing children and their possessions, pressed upon by the presence of their Duckworth brothers and sister on the floor below and their father’s study above, at times – and for Vanessa particularly – seemed almost unendurable. Interned high up, so far removed from the street and its activities, with their back garden an unprepossessing overshadowed plot and Kensington Gardens not entirely enticing, Vanessa was deprived of the variety of visual images that had already become her secret drug. The spur to her painterly imagination, sight of any countryside, of wide horizons, of dark reflecting water, a sky filled with light, all were denied her during those ten months in London. ‘I used sometimes to feel it almost unbearable so seldom to be in a wood in the spring – in the early summer, never,’36 she recalled over half a century later. There was, however, St Ives, the paradise of their youth. Here the two months’ celebration of freedom and life made the remaining months of the year seem merely existence.

Just before Virginia was born, her father, on one of his walking expeditions, discovered Talland House on the outskirts of the village of St Ives on the North Cornish coast. Although it was such a very long way to transport a large young family and its entourage, and suffering some guilt that he was being wilfully selfish again, he felt nevertheless quite confident that the position and the surrounding countryside could not be bettered and bought the lease without his wife seeing the place.

The summer after Virginia’s birth was the first of thirteen summers the Stephen family were to spend on this wild and beautiful coast. From the start it proved to be ‘all that we have hoped’ and in fact was to become the most precious gift Leslie Stephen could have given his children. Vanessa and Virginia were to recall vividly the exalted times they spent there. It was impossible to exhaust the brimming resources of their memories and impressions, and in their adult lives they attempted to recapture in their own country houses some of the essential qualities of life at Talland House. Throughout their lives, a word, a glance, a sensation would conjure up in both sisters that great shared past, a richly coloured skein of memories that united them in profoundest conspiracy.

Virginia’s first memory was of sitting as a baby on her mother’s lap, perhaps on a train, perhaps, more fancifully, returning from their summer at St Ives. The journey by train took virtually the whole day, departing as they did on the Cornish Express from Paddington Station and eventually tumbling out at St Ives’s little station. Everyone was tired and dishevelled, yet revived by their excitement and anticipation at seeing the house again after an absence of almost a year.

Talland House stood behind its escallonia hedge on a hill just outside St Ives with a perfect view of the sea. A solid square-built white villa, it was surrounded by gardens sloping away in lawns and terraces. Hedges and its natural topography divided the garden up into a series of smaller gardens, named by the children: the coffee garden, the love garden, the fountain, the kitchen garden, the cricket lawn, providing spaces for family communal activities or for shady escape and the promise of mystery. The sound of the sea could be heard in every room and the Godrevy lighthouse, with its pulsing light by night and distant presence by day, became a totem for them all.

Virginia described the ecstasy of that first morning at Talland House when, half-waking, half-sleeping, she could hardly believe she was there, listening to the rhythmic sibilation of the sea on the beach, watching the light through the blind. The sound of the waves and of the acorn at the end of the blind’s cord trailing across the floor in the breeze took on a mystical significance for her, what she called ‘a moment of being’. The memory became a base on which her life was balanced; her life, the bowl ‘that one fills and fills’.37

In 1893 Vanessa and Virginia went down on the train with their father and Adrian while their mother stayed behind to nurse Stella through mumps. Thoby was to join them later from school. Vanessa’s propensity for being sick on trains saved her from having to eat the sandwiches they had brought for their lunch which had been accidentally soaked with lemonade. Virginia and Adrian were not so lucky and the repulsiveness of this soggy picnic was remembered by Adrian into his middle age. Vanessa, according to her father, sat for the whole journey demurely reading and, not surprisingly, ‘declining food’.38 Her own unique combination of obstinacy and passivity achieved for her what no amount of charm and argument could effect for Virginia and Adrian.

Leslie Stephen’s letters home show how the enchantment settled on him too.


Here is another beautiful day – yesterday we went to Tren Crow. The children had their inevitable nets; for they are quite mad about bugs – a high wind was blowing & several butterflies hovering about just on the rocky slope – the wind distracted them and the chn. had to rush up and down the rocks. I at last called them off: but luckily they caught one at the end and so came home in triumph. They are all very well, I think; and doing very little work.39



But although they were not working, in their father’s definition of the word, Vanessa was painting, experimenting; silent about her aspirations and her passion for the visual world. Only to Virginia could she haltingly, shyly, confess a little of the thoughts behind her mute conversations. ‘Once I saw her scrawl on a black door a 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.’40

Their time at St Ives was filled with endless activity and delight, clambering over the rocks, chasing butterflies by day and moths by night, climbing trees and playing games of cricket. Their father complained that while at St Ives they could never be found. But he was most receptive to the enjoyment of his children and their activities during these carefree summer months when family and friends jumbled together in jolly propinquity at Talland House. ‘We are wonderfully fortunate to have such a set’41 was his general verdict. His children revelled in a freedom that was much more than physical. Life at St Ives was necessarily informal, the rules and conventions could not be maintained in a holiday house such as theirs with its shabby, sparsely furnished rooms, its overcrowding, the constant comings and goings. Doors were continually ajar. Light, fresh air and the sound of the sea entered everywhere. Childish spirits could soar where at 22 Hyde Park Gate they were restrained by the dark furnishings, the closed doors, the obscured horizons and the weight of adult expectation. What entertaining there was at St Ives inevitably had to be relaxed; there were no formidable aunts at hand to insist on the rites of the tea table.

The four young Stephen children were sufficient unto themselves. They did not play with the local children, they rarely had other children to stay. Even ‘us four’ was more usually, us three, for when Adrian was young he was not considered robust and much preferred his mother’s company, a preference she returned, for ‘she had a very marked and tender sentiment about her “Benjamin”.’42

Inevitably summer had to end. And with that end came the shaking out of sand, the collecting up of relics, the packing away, the farewell to friends, the closing of windows and locking of doors, the return to London. ‘Children don’t forget. Children don’t forget,’43 Mrs Ramsay, the mother in To the Lighthouse repeats to herself this creed. She was a re-creation, a critical examination, a celebration, by the adult Virginia of her and Vanessa’s own mother, and the first part of the novel was a vivid painting of the St Ives summers none of her children would ever forget.

Julia Stephen angered her husband by saying of Thoby, when a child, ‘He will never be so happy again’;44 Mrs Ramsay is as certain.


They were happier now than they would ever be again – She heard them stamping and crowing on the floor above her head the moment they woke. They came bustling along the passage. Then the door sprang open and in they came, as fresh as roses, staring, wide awake, as if this coming into the dining-room after breakfast, which they did every day of their lives was a positive event to them; and so on, with one thing after another, all day long, until she went up to say good-night to them, and found them netted in their cots like birds among cherries and raspberries still making up stories about some little bit of rubbish – something they had heard, something they had picked up in the garden. They had all their little treasures – And so she went down and said to her husband, Why must they grow up and lose it all? Never will they be so happy again.45



In a sense sibylline words, for those children were so deeply imprinted with memories of their summers at St Ives that they were to carry always a yearning nostalgia for a time when perfect happiness had seemed possible and been theirs.

Back in London, life for Vanessa and Virginia settled into its old routine. After Thoby, at the age of ten, went to Evelyn’s Preparatory School for the January term of 1891 (looking much like a ‘calf going on a sledge to the butchers’,46 his father imagined), his two sisters became even more closely dependent on each other. They had their lessons together, rather unsatisfactorily and unhappily taught by their parents. Latin, French and History relied on their mother’s skills and the dreaded mathematics on their father’s, much to his and their despair. ‘Virginia all her life added up on her fingers and I am very little better,’47 was Vanessa’s summary of that well meaning but painful attempt.

A much more satisfactory element of Virginia’s education was being supplied with books to read by her father who would then quiz her about the merits and demerits of the work. As she grew older, she was given the run of the unexpurgated library, a challenge which she set to with a will. Virginia read continuously and critically; it was an education enclosed between two covers, experienced within four walls. Years later, on turning down the request of the Master of Trinity to deliver six Clark lectures at Cambridge, she wondered at her intellectual progress: ‘Think of me, the uneducated child reading books in my room at 22 Hyde Park Gate – now advanced to this glory – Yes; all that reading, I say, has borne this odd fruit. And I am pleased.’48

Certainly, both sisters could share their general bafflement at the principles and practice of mathematics, as taught by their father. But for Vanessa to share lessons with a sister who, although younger, was nevertheless intellectually precocious, avid for knowledge and articulate and acute in her opinions and expositions can only have reinforced her frustrated admiration for Virginia and the sense of her own intellectual inadequacy. This feeling of being inarticulate and lacking in wit shadowed Vanessa throughout her life. She refers to it many times in her letters, particularly in those to that acme of articulacy and wit, her own younger sister: ‘I feel a hopeless fool here – ignorant and badly educated. However it cant be helped. It’s what I am’;49 ‘How odd that [Father] should have had me and Adrian for children. I often feel singularly boorish and crude.’50

Once Thoby went to school the insularity of their daily lives became significant to them only with the perspective of age. Vanessa remembered how the singing class was entertaining largely because there were other children there. Even if she and Virginia were liable to be scathingly critical of their fellow pupils, they at least provided some stimulation, some standard to measure themselves against, some comparisons outside their own family; the possibility that there were others who could be better than Virginia and worse than Vanessa. But Virginia too suffered from this want of confidence: ‘Was I clever, stupid, good looking, ugly, passionate, cold —? Owing partly to the fact that I was never at school, never competed in any way with children of my own age, I have never been able to compare my gifts and defects with other people’s.’51

Thoby’s return from school one day, and his shy retelling of the Greek legends, as he and Virginia tramped purposefully up and down the stairs at Hyde Park Gate, was perhaps the first time that Virginia realised there was an extensive world of intellectual and social education outside the home; a world which, due to her sex, was closed to her. This glimpse of what formal education offered the sons of the middle and upper classes was the beginning of a lifelong envy and anger at what had been denied her. She saw clearly, however, and with witty acuity decried the intellectual narrowness and arrogance it could foster. But it was Thoby’s edging open for her of the door to the delights of the classics which determined Virginia to learn Greek.

OEBPS/images/9780748129140.jpg
VIRGINIA
WOOLF AND
VANESSA BELL

Jane Dunn





